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Part One
 
Dream
 
 



 
 
 
Every night I relive the same dream.
Coming home from the Control Wars, I walk through the door to my kids running at me, calling to me, their faces freshly washed, and hair still wet from the bath. I kneel and take them into my arms- Jenna, Penny, Carlos, Maude. The pajamas they wear are warm and fuzzy and I can feel the flannel pressing against the six days of stubble that grows on my cheek.
They laugh and giggle, their hands running up and down my arms, pressing to my chest, making sure I’m actually there.
Then she comes around the corner, a halo of light framing that auburn hair of hers. I smile. She smiles. We know the worst is over and everything will be okay.
Then she coughs…
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Genetic Special Operations Forces (GenSOF) Lieutenant Courier Class Alton “Ton” Lane lurches from his bed, staggering about his quarters, desperate to reach the toilet, the incinerator, or anything other than the floor.
He doesn’t make it.
Halfway across the room Ton falls to his knees, retches, retches, retches, vomits. Long strands of pink slime spew from between his lips, the remnants of last night’s meal. He hunches over, his hands planted on the cold metal floor, careful not to get in the sick, and takes a few deep breaths.
“Worm?” Ton asks.
“Yes, Lieutenant Lane?” the robotic voice replies in his left ear.
“Did you do that?”
“Yes, Lieutenant Lane,” the voice replies.
“Please don’t do that again,” Ton orders as he gets to his feet and stumbles into the galley section of his quarters. “That’s not how I want to wake up my first morning of leave.”
“I am sorry, Lieutenant Lane, but your blood alcohol level was above acceptable norms,” the voice responds. “Expelling the contents of your stomach was required. As is the nutritional shake I have provided for you.”
A small section of the galley wall slides up, showing a tall glass of thick, green liquid.
“Required? Why?” Ton asks.
“There are various disturbances across the city, Lieutenant,” the voice says. “Protocol requires me to waken all GenSOF operators and have them ready for duty if called.”
“Right,” Ton says, taking several breaths. Then he sees the glass being offered. “Green breakfast?”
“Yes, Lieutenant Lane,” the voice says. “Your electrolytes are dangerously low, as well as iron, calcium, and magnesium. This will replenish those. I have also increased your adrenaline levels to counteract the effects of the alcohol. Please note this does not mean you are sober, only functional should you need to be.”
“I’m on leave for the next three days, Worm,” Ton sighs as he picks up the glass. “I have zero intention of spending those days sober, let alone functional.”
The voice, GenSOF Courier Squad Zebra’s Artificial Intelligence Support Personality (AiSP), doesn’t respond. Ton waits for a second then plugs his nose and downs the green drink. It’s only slightly better than the vomit taste it replaces.
“While your allotment of alcohol is above civilian rations, Lieutenant,” the AiSP, which the squad calls Worm, explains, “you are not allowed to overindulge. Each amount is carefully calculated to keep the bacterial cultures in your digestive tract at optimal levels.”
“There’s nothing optimal about being woken up to puke, Worm,” Ton responds as he finishes the drink and tosses the glass into the incinerator bin. A quick flash and it’s vaporized, its bacterially contaminated molecules gathered for recycling.
Ton walks slowly from the kitchen and taps the wall. A metal chair slides free, as well as a small dining table. He slumps into the chair and rests his head in his hands.
“How about instead of making me puke, you do something about this headache, okay?” Ton asks.
“The alcohol has already occupied your pain receptors,” Worm says. “The addition of an analgesic would not be prudent.”
“Worm?”
“Yes, Lieutenant?”
“Fuck you.”
“That is not physically possible, Lieutenant Lane, as I continue to remind you.”
Ton smiles at their inside joke, even though he’s the only one between the two of them that gets it.
It takes a few minutes before Ton is up to standing, but he finally pushes away from the table and steps to the far wall of his quarters.
“View screen,” he commands and the wall turns transparent, showing him the bright, glittering nightline of Caldicott City. “Let’s see this disturbance.”
Named after the founder of the city, and inventor of the process that drives the Static Reactor Shield, Caldicott City is home to more than a million citizens of the Clean Nation- a network of sterile and shielded cities that dot the landscape of the Sicklands.  Rainier, MorganTown, Oasis, Beachside, Peaksville, Borland City- just some of the other Clean Nation cities erected before, during, and after the Unseen Wars. 
Ton watches as hover cars zip across the sky, their blue-white skids illuminating everything around them. One bearing the GenSOF insignia speeds past his screen, only feet from his quarters. If the view screen were a true window, instead of a digital facsimile, he would have been able to reach out and run his fingers along the gold embossed words. But windows can become breaches, and after all that was lost and won during the Unseen Wars, breaches cannot be allowed. 
Each Clean City boasts the ability to keep its citizens safe from the antibiotic resistant bacteria known as the Strains. But since human beings are symbiotic hosts to billions of microorganisms, complete eradication of all bacteria is not possible. Humanity lives in a dangerous balance between health and all out disease. 
“Worm?” Ton asks. “I’d hardly call that a disturbance. Looks more like a parade.”
“There has not been a sanctioned parade in exactly six years, three months, and fourteen days, Lieutenant, due to the risk of bacterial contamination with large crowds,” Worm replies. “What you are seeing is a general protest.”
“I’m guessing by the alert they don’t have their permits in order?”
“No, Lieutenant,” Worm replies. 
“Any news on what they are protesting?”
“I am sorry, Lieutenant, but again the answer is no,” Worm states. “No news on the open channels. I will search internal communications to see if there has been anything reported.”
“You do that,” Ton frowns. “From the glow of all the StatShields, I’d guess close to a thousand are down there.”
StatShields- the Clean Nation citizens’ technological defense against the spread of bacteria. A full body, thin layer of static electricity that sterilizes all molecules before they pass on to the wearer. 
Ton reaches out and presses his hand against the view screen, shifting the angle and focus of the view. With a few swipes, he has increased the magnification so it is as if he is floating only a few feet above the massing crowd, not a hundred stories up.
“Shit,” Ton grumbles. “That’s not a protest. That’s a riot.”
A small window flashes to life in the top left corner of the screen.
“Hey, LT,” Sergeant Milo Kailua nods. “You watching this crap?”
“What are they pissed about now?” Ton asks. 
With the dark featured face filling the whole screen, Ton can’t see Milo shrug, but he knows the man well enough to guess that’s exactly what he’s doing.
“Wages, rations, housing, free movement credits,” Milo says. “Pick a reason, any reason, LT. Could be one, could be all.”
Ton sighs and closes the street view with a swipe of his hand, but leaves the window of Milo’s face up. 
“How’s my girl doing?” Ton asks.
“Loving life,” Milo smiles. “I just took all three bug hounds down to the treadmills. We got a couple miles in and now they’re crashed out on the floor. Tequila is snoring by my feet while your Snorts is wedged against the door, waiting for your ass to come pick her up.”
“Three?” Ton asks.
“Gorge is here too,” Milo says. “I guess Blaze got lucky last night. Said he may not be back for her until later. No worries, more the merrier, I say. Not like I have any humans to talk to other than Zebra squad’s sorry asses. You want me to bring Snorts to ya?”
“No, no, I’m on my way. Let me grab a sonic first and then I’ll be right there,” Ton replies, stretching, yawning then scratching at the hair on his chest that pokes out from the low neck of his beige tank top. “Ten minutes?”
“No hurries, no worries, LT,” Milo grins. “I’ve got a new book on my IRIS, so I’m good.”
“Cool. Thanks, Milo,” Ton says then swipes the window closed.
Rolling his neck, he takes a deep breath as the vertebrae pop, and walks over to the wall by his bed. He waves his hand across a sensor and the bed withdraws into the wall, being replaced by a large cylinder made of tight mesh. Stripping off his tank top and boxers, Ton steps into the cylinder and waits for the mesh to conform to his body.
“Worm, how about a gentle rain today, okay?” Ton asks.
“Certainly, Lieutenant,” Worm replies.
The mesh begins to vibrate and Ton sighs as the feeling of a warm, gentle rain caresses his skin, despite there not being a drop of water touching him. Made of a sound wave conducting alloy, the sonic is a waterless shower designed to remove any and all unwanted particles, especially bacteria and microbes. The device reduces water consumption while also insuring that no cross contamination can occur in the plumbing system. 
“Will you be needing me for the next two minutes, Lieutenant Lane?” Worm asks. “If not, then I would like to take 120 seconds to perform routine maintenance on your PSC.”
“Everything okay?” Ton asks.
“Yes, Lieutenant,” Worm replies. “A software patch has been uploaded to the mainframe and I need to download and install. It will repair the communication glitches the personal satellite chips have been experiencing lately. Control has been worried that individuals’ data has not been updating properly. It is a citywide protocol.”
“Then by all means, download and install,” Ton says. “Wouldn’t want my PSC to glitch and not report my bowel movements to Control.”
“Speaking of, Lieutenant,” Worm says. “You have not voided your bowels this morning. Will you be doing so after your sonic?”
“Let’s keep that one up in the air,” Ton says. “I hate to be too predictable, Worm.”
“Regular bowel movements are key to proper health and wellbeing,” Worm says.
“An impacted colon can be one of the first signs of bacterial imbalance,” Ton says, as if by wrote. “I know the drill, Worm. I’m not impacted or even constipated, just had a liquid diet last night.”
“You have a liquid diet every night, Lieutenant,” Worm responds.
“It’s a figure of speech,” Ton says. “One I’ve explained to you several times.”
“Yes, of course. I will also check my language files, specifically idioms, while performing maintenance.”
“You do that,” Ton says.
“Going offline now, Lieutenant, I will return in 120 seconds precisely.”
“Looking forward to it as always.”
Ton waits a couple seconds. “Worm? You there?” He smiles wide. “Thank God. Two minutes of peace.”
As an AiSP, Worm is just one of thousands of different programs designed to do everything from monitor and support GenSOF squads to cleaning up the Clean Nation city streets. The AiSPs keep everything in check and report all data back to Control, a massive domed facility isolated in the Sicklands where the research war against the Strains is conducted. 
A quiet ding sounds and the sonic withdraws from around Ton. He steps out and a drawer slides open, revealing a fresh set of boxers and a tank top. The ones on the floor have been removed to the incinerator automatically. Another drawer slides open and Ton pulls out a pair of black pants and a long sleeved black shirt. He gets dressed and then waits.
“Worm? I need my boots, please.”
There is no response.
“Worm? 120 seconds are up. You there?”
Still no response.
Then a high-pitched noise screeches in his ear, forcing Ton to his knees. It’s gone almost as fast as it arrives, and is replaced by Worm’s voice.
“My apologies, Lieutenant,” Worm says. “The download was problematic. All is well now, though.”
“Except I am partially deaf,” Ton says, getting to his feet as he shakes his head. “That’s another figure of speech, Worm. You don’t have to perform a hearing test.”
“Already done and you do have a 3% loss of aural efficiency, Lieutenant,” Worm responds. “However, I do not scan any permanent damage and you will be back to 100% within the hour.”
“Good to know,” Ton says. “Now how about those boots?”
“Of course,” Worm replies and a drawer slides from the wall over next to the door.
“Thanks,” Ton says as he slips his feet into the boots. They automatically cinch up around his ankles without him having to touch them. He gives the wall a kick with his left foot then his right. “Tighter on the left down by the heel please, Worm.”
The adjustment is made and Ton kicks the wall once more.
“Perfect. Thanks.”
“My pleasure, Lieutenant,” Worm says. “Will you be leaving your quarters to retrieve Canine Unit Snorts?”
“Yep,” Ton says, waiting by the door. “Open up so I can go get my bug hound.”
The door slides open and Ton steps into the hallway. The door slides closed behind him and a thick mist fills his quarters, sterilizing every inch of the metal surfaces.
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A tail-wagging, mass of black hair and muscle greets Ton as the door to Milo’s quarters slides open.
Canine Units, or bug hounds to GenSOF operators, are trained military dogs, designed from the genes up to sniff out deadly bacteria, while also protecting their individual operator. They will kill anything to keep their operator safe, or die trying. 
A genetic soup of dog breeds, bug hounds are clones that pull their quick intelligence from the German Shepherd, their single-minded determination from the Pitbull, their undying loyalty, as well as quiet stealth and thick fur, from the Chow Chow, and their unquenchable work ethic and problem solving ability from the Border Collie. With a little of this and that thrown in for genetic stability and health.
All pitch black fur with black tongues, black eyes, and even black teeth, a CU is impossible to spot in the dark. Their only distinguishing individual feature is the infrared ink muzzle tattoo that each has listing their name and squad number. But for an operator, it’s no problem telling them apart. Just as one person knows their own hand from another person’s.
“Hey, girl,” Ton smiles, crouching down to rub behind Snorts’ ears. “How’s my hundred pound killing machine?”
“She’s got gas,” Milo says from the corner of his quarters. “Or that could be me.” He lifts a glass of purple liquid. “Probably me.”
GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Milo Kailua is seated cross legged in a form fitting chair that’s connected to the wall where his bunk was earlier that morning. Wearing only a tank top and boxers, his muscled bulk of 265 pounds looks out of place in the cramped space. An identical dog to the one Ton loves on sits next to Milo, his eyes watching the lieutenant and his bug hound.
Milo reaches out and scratches the dog’s ears and he lies down, but his attention never leaves the man and dog by the door. While Milo may be facing Ton and Snorts, his attention is on what is being projected directly onto his retinas via his IRIS- Intraocular Retinal Infrared Screen. His eyes are completely black and he’s busy swiping the air with one hand while taking reluctant sips from the glass with the other. From Milo’s perspective, he sees the pages of the latest mystery novel by superstar author, Coretta Belfour.
“Good book?” Ton asks. “Something I’d like?”
“Hold on,” Milo says. He swipes the air one more time, continues reading until he finishes the page, and then shakes his head. “IRIS off.”
The images leave his vision and he blinks a couple of times to orient himself.
“What? Oh, the book? Nah, not your stuff,” Milo says. He stands and the chair slides back into the wall, replaced by two smaller chairs next to each other. “Grab a seat, man. You look like shit. I thought the whole point of me watching Snorts was so you could sleep in.”
“Worm had other ideas,” Ton says. “Apparently my bacterial count was off ratio due to my alcohol intake last night.”
“The proper-” Worm starts.
“Shut up,” Ton scolds.
Milo smirks and motions to the chair again.
“Nope, can’t stay,” Ton says. “Gonna go make sure the rest of the squad is up in case we get called on to deal with that crap down there.” One of the chairs slides back into the wall.
“CCPD has it already locked down,” Milo says. “It was about free movement credits after all. Looks like the Mayor’s office has reduced the amount of people allowed on the street at one time. Folks are getting stir crazy.”
“Well, fuck them,” Ton says. “Try being GenSOF. We go from barracks to transport, tower to Sicklands, and back. They’d go even crazierif they weren’t allowedany movement.”
“But we get the Sicklands all for ourselves,” Milo smirks. “Scorched earth, dead trees, Cooties trying to kill us. Eden, man, Eden.”
Ton stumbles a bit as Snorts shoulders against him, pushing towards the door. 
 “Okay, we’re going,” Ton says. “Has she eaten?”
“Yeah,” Milo says, nodding to the identical mass of black hair and fur lying in the opposite corner. “Almost finished Gorge’s food too.”
Ton looks at a third dog that is curled up like an unmoving lump in the corner. He shakes his head. “That dog never eats unless Blaze feeds her.”
“Whereas yours will eat anything in sight,” Milo laughs. “But Worm scolded her and she backed off.”
Snorts gives a low growl.
“Worm? Are you scolding my dog now?” Ton asks.
“Meals are precisely calibrated for optimal health,” Worm replies. “Whether for humans or Canine Units, proper nutrition, in correct proportions, is essential to survival.”
“Proper nutrition speech?” Milo asks, looking at Ton. “He’s not in my ear.”
“Exactly.”
“Want some of my proper nutrition?” Milo asks, holding out the glass. “I can’t drink anymore of this crap.” Milo pauses then sighs as he cocks his head.
“Worm scolding you now?” Ton smiles.
Milo rolls his eyes then taps his left ear. “What was life like before we had a babysitter in our heads?”
“Peaceful?” Ton wonders. “Got mine at eighteen. That’s twenty years of AiSP voice. I don’t even remember what an empty head was like.”
“Almost makes you envy the civvies down on the street,” Milo says then waves at Ton. “Get going before I rip another one, man. It’s gas from the Purple. You really don’t want to be here.” Tequila sniffs then glares up at Milo. “See? I’m pissing off my own dog, man.”
“Thanks for the warning,” Ton says. “We still on for tonight?”
“You know it,” Milo replies. “Poker?”
“What else am I gonna do with her?” Ton laughs then walks from the room, the door sliding shut behind him. He looks down at Snorts. “Ready?”
The dog gives a quiet huff and the two move down the hallway, their blurry reflections shining from the gleaming metal walls.
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The loud lapping is what stirs GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Hogarth “Hoagie” Menendez. Not the sound of Worm in his ear and not the very prevalent smell of vomit.
Vomit…
“Belly! No!” Hoagie snaps, forcing his eyelids apart. Even the dim light of his quarters is too much and he closes them again, wincing at the stabbing pain. “Belly! Stop that.”
There’s a chime at the door and it slides open.
“Sergeant Menendez?” Ton says from the doorway. “I believe your dog is eating your sick.”
“I can hear that, LT,” Hoagie replies. “I’m not happy about it.” He forces one eye open and looks at the lieutenant. “What’s up, LT? Worm won’t shut up in my ear and I think he made me throw up.”
“Riots,” Ton replies. “Get up and get dressed. We probably won’t be needed, but we have to be prepared.”
“They won’t send us down into genpop,” Hoagie says. “Can’t risk our uber specialized GenSOF bacteria infecting the civvies.”
“You never know,” Ton says. “Get ready. Worm?”
“Yes, Lieutenant?” Worm replies so both men can hear.
“If Sergeant Menendez is not soniced, dressed, and fed in ten minutes then please motivate him.”
“Motivate him, Lieutenant?”
“10,000 volts should do it.”
“I’m up, I’m up,” Hoagie says as he struggles to stand, running his hands through the bright red tangle of curls that covers his head. “Go fuck with the others, will ya? I’ll be ready in nine.”
“I know you will,” Ton smiles. “Come on, Snorts.”
The dog doesn’t move, his eyes locked on what remains of the puddle of vomit. Hoagie’s dog, Belly, senses this and starts to growl low.
“You gotta work on that food protection shit, Sergeant,” Ton says, stepping back into the hall. “Belly needs to learn to share his puke.”
“I think your dog needs to learn how to not eat everything that isn’t nailed down,” Hoagie calls out as the door slides shut. “Worm?”
“Yes, Sergeant Menendez?”
“What color is for breakfast?”
“Green, Sergeant.”
Hoagie looks back at the dwindling pool of vomit.
“I think I’d rather share with Belly.”
The dog growls again and moves his bulk to block Hoagie’s view of his precious meal.
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“Care for a glass, LT?” GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Paulo Kim asks, raising a glass of red liquid and nodding as Ton walks into the quarters. Long and lean, Paulo Kim stands almost a full foot taller than Ton, who isn’t short by any standards. He stands at his wall, watching several news feeds at once. “I am told this tastes like strawberries.”
“Never had a strawberry,” Ton replies. “And neither have you.”
“Good,” Paulo says, grimacing as he takes a sip. “Because apparently strawberries taste like shit.”
Snorts trots past Ton and nudges the sleeping mass next to Paulo’s bed with his muzzle. The mass doesn’t budge.
“I think Munch had a longer night than you did,” Ton smiles.
“He has a lower tolerance for alcohol,” Paulo says.
“It is against regulations to feed your Canine Unit alcohol, Sergeant Kim,” Worm says.
“It was a joke, Worm,” Paulo sighs. He nods to the wall where the scene below is being played out and commented on by a dozen talking heads. “So is that.”
“The people are restless,” Ton says.
“The civvies don’t know how good they got it,” Paulo responds. “If they saw what waited for them in the Sicklands they’d shut the hell up in a second.”
“Maybe,” Ton shrugs. “But it is our nature as human beings to crave freedom.”
“Well that plague ship sailed a long time ago,” Paulo says. “We officially back on duty?”
“Nah,” Ton says. “Just on alert. Still have two more days of leave before we run wheels again.”
“Cool,” Paulo nods then downs the rest of his drink. “Fargh. I must have done something bad in a past life to deserve this crap.”
“Now who doesn’t know how good he’s got it?” Ton smirks. “Poker tonight?”
“What else am I gonna do with her?” Paulo smiles.
“Good,” Ton nods as he turns to leave. He pauses. “You haven’t seen Blaze this morning, have you?”
“No, why?”
“He’s not in his quarters and Worm can’t locate him,” Ton replies, looking nervously over his shoulder at the news streams. “Left Gorge with Milo.”
“Probably found a nice piece of GenSOF support personnel and ended up crashing with her,” Paulo shrugs.
“Hopefully it’s another operator,” Ton says. “Even with StatShields on there’s risk of infection with our specialized bacteria.”
“GenSOF support personnel know what they are getting into when they sign up for duty in the tower,” Milo says.
“And GenSOF operators know what a risk they are to others,” Ton counters. “Blaze better watch what liberties he takes.”
“Like you said, LT, it’s human nature to crave freedom. Hell knows Blaze craves it more than all of us combined.” Paulo locks eyes with Ton. “I almost think that boy would rather stay in the Sicklands sometimes than come home to CC.”
Ton smiles sadly and nods then shakes the thought loose. “Canteen at 2100?”
“See ya there,” Paulo replies as the door slides shut. He looks at his sleeping dog. “You ever gonna wake up?”
A long, low snore issues from the bundle of fur.
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“Um….excuse me?” a woman’s voice says very quietly. “Hello? I need some help here.”
GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Simon “Blaze” Crouch stretches and opens his eyes, savoring the smell of someplace other than the GenSOF tower. He rolls his head and smiles at the beautiful woman standing naked in the middle of the loft.
The woman is a petite brunette; her hair cut brutally short, but with bangs swept up slightly in front. Her body is thin, bordering on malnourished, yet still muscular. She stands in the middle of the spacious loft, her hands on her hips and mouth turned up in a sly smirk. The loft itself is the result of an investor trying to gentrify the Burn- all exposed, ancient brick with steel girders spanning the single room. But the investor blew his credits on stim and the place was never finished, left to be absorbed into the working class slum.
“And what can I help with, young lady?” Blaze grins, stretching some more, his muscular arms reaching, reaching, reaching up to the far off ceiling, then settles his body back into the softness of the bed. He doesn’t envy much about the civvies stuck in Caldicott City, but he does wish the bunks at the GenSOF barracks were as soft as this one. “Maybe you should just come back to bed. I can help way better from here.”
“That would be great, but I need to get dressed and you are on my closet,” the woman says. “I have to be on shift in ten minutes.”
Blaze looks over at a long workbench up against the wall.
“What stupid job have you been assigned now?” he asks.
“I told you last night,” she frowns. “I’m going to be assembling the scan units for TransPods.”
“Right,” Blaze replies, standing and walking over to the workbench, his naked body illuminated by the weak light that filters through the shimmer strips that line the top of the loft’s walls. The wall before him flashes blue as a static charge waves across it, sterilizing the brick and steel every fifteen minutes. Blaze fingers a thin metal medallion that hangs around his neck. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to sound disrespectful. It’s just that you have way more talent than a solder girl in the Burn.”
“No, it’s cool,” the woman smiles as the bed behind him folds up into the wall and a large case slides out. “I knew what you meant. But we can’t all be lucky GenSOF operators, now can we?”
She opens the case and pulls out a pair of pants, a t-shirt, and underwear and socks, tossing them onto a chair a few feet away. She needs to get dressed, but her eyes are drawn to the many scars and burns that dot Blaze’s skin. She wants to reach out, but knows she can’t touch him, not unless she activates her StatShield. Which would make it very hard to get dressed.
He’s tall, shorn bald, and handsome in a scary way; scary not because of the scars and burns, but because of the mottled colors of his skin. Obvious grafts that have been performed over the years to replace areas on his body that have succumbed to one of the many flesh-eating Strains that run rampant in the Sicklands. Despite the specialized bacterial load operators possess, they are still at the mercy of the Strains, just like the genpop. But unlike the genpop, they don’t die from the Strains, just heal up to fight again. It’s that ability that makes GenSOF operators a danger to the average citizen.
She shakes her head, wondering how he’s still alive; wondering how they have stayed together so long and not gotten caught. She doesn’t wonder why his bacteria hasn’t killed her; she knows the answer to that. One day she hopes to share that with Blaze, but today she has to get dressed and get to work.
“What’s on your mind, Ms. Jersey Cale?” Blaze asks, turning from the workbench.
“Hard to remember with that looking right at me,” Jersey smiles as she glances at his crotch, slipping on her underwear and bra. “How about you get dressed too before I say fuck it to first shift and take a credit penalty.”
“I can’t help it if women love what I got,” Blaze smiles.
Jersey frowns, her eyes going steely. “Women?”
“You know how it is,” Blaze says, smiling wider. “I’m Courier Class, sugar. I go out into the Sicklands and kick ass for the Clean Nation, wiping out the Cootie menace.”
She drops the pair of jeans in her hand and walks over to him.
“You’re lucky I know you’re full of shit,” she says, taking her bra and underwear back off and throwing them over her shoulder.
“You’ll need to activate your StatShield,” he says, aroused, but also slightly alarmed. It’s a dangerous game they play. “In fact you shouldn’t have even turned it off. I got bugs in me that could make your guts liquefy.”
“Do you now?” Jersey says as she presses the spot on her right wrist where her personal sat chip, or PSC, is located. A quick shimmer of light envelops her then disappears. “It’s active now.” She reaches down and grips the stiffness between his legs. “So are you.”
“Good one,” he says as he lifts her up, spins her around and sets her on the workbench.
“I don’t have long,” she says. “If I clock in in two minutes I can still keep those first shift credits.”
“I don’t need long,” Blaze replies, electric sparks flicking from her StatShield to his skin. “And you won’t either.”
He’s in her so fast she can only respond with a loud cry as she grips his ass, pushing him to go deeper, deeper, deeper.
It takes them exactly two minutes and thirteen seconds before they climax. Not quite in unison, but close enough to leave them panting and laughing as their bodies shudder around each other.
“Now, it’s work time,” Jersey says. “I’ll have to sonic later.” She hurries to her workbench and clocks in with seconds to spare. “And get dressed later. Can you turn the heat up?”
“That’ll eat into your credits,” Blaze says.
“Nah,” Jersey smiles as she throws on an apron over her sweat slicked skin. “I’ve made some mods to the conditioning unit. The extra power gets deducted from the asshole downstairs. Doesn’t affect me a bit.”
“You and your technology wiles,” Blaze laughs as he gets himself dressed. “I’m on leave for another couple of days. If I can get away I’ll be back tonight.”
“Don’t push it,” Jersey says, picking up a small static charged soldering iron. “I love seeing you, and actually love you, but we get caught and it’s all for nothing.”
“What’s all for nothing?” Blaze asks, looking at her as he holds his boots in his hands. “What is up with you lately? Is there something I need to know?”
Jersey comes close to telling him, but shoves the words aside and just shakes her head. “No, no, nothing,” she smiles. “Get going, operator. You get caught away from the GenSOF tower and they’ll throw you in the brig.” She shudders. “They find out you’ve been with me and…”
“Nothing will happen to you,” Blaze says. “I’ll make sure of that. Worse case scenario you end up as GenSOF support personnel, which wouldn’t be so bad, would it?”
“And be stuck in that sterile tower the rest of my life? No, thanks,” Jersey frowns. “I’d go nuts.”
“You already are,” Blaze says as he steps to the wall and the door slides open. “I’ll try to make it again tonight.” He smacks his forehead. “Crap. No, I won’t. Poker night.”
“Right,” Jersey smiles. “What story are you going to tell them this time?”
“I may go with twins,” Blaze says. “Gotta keep my fake rep up. As long as they think I’m full of shit they won’t know to look for you.”
Jersey gives him a sad smile. “I love you.”
“Love you too.”
Jersey waits a few minutes to make sure Blaze is gone then takes off her apron and steps back from the workbench.
“Am I still logged in, Worm?” Jersey asks.
“According to your work station you are ahead of your quota,” Worm’s voice says from the speakers embedded in the loft’s ceiling.
“Don’t fudge the numbers too much,” Jersey says. “Then I’ll have to work overtime to catch up.” 
The workbench before her slides into the wall and is replaced by a new one with considerably more advanced equipment.
“I hate this part,” Jersey says. She grabs a swab from the new workbench and inserts it vaginally. “Ugh.”
“It is integral to the process, Ms. Cale,” Worm says. “We must maintain accurate data in order to verify that the probiotic is effective.”
Jersey slips the swab into a slot on the table and it disappears. She takes another and swabs the inside of her cheek; then another and swabs under her left armpit.
“Can I get dressed now?” she asks.
“Once I know the samples are sufficient,” Worm says. “And I have StatMisted your body as well as your living quarters.”
“I hate getting StatMisted, Worm,” Jersey says. “But if it’s all for science.”
“It is for more than science, Ms. Cale,” Worm says. “It is for the well being of humanity.”
“So no pressure then?” Jersey smirks.
“Samples are sufficient,” Worm says. “Please don your mask while I StatMist you clean.”
“Awesome.”
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As soon as Blaze leaves Jersey’s building, a voice pops into his ear.
“Good morning, Sergeant Crouch,” Worm says.
“Good morning, Worm,” Blaze replies. “How deep is the shit I’m in today?”
“You were not present for a tower wide alert,” Worm says. “Lieutenant Lane is not pleased with that.”
“Have you already reported my location to him?” Blaze asks, tucking his hands into the pockets of his pants as he makes his way down the sparsely populated street, careful not to make contact with any of the other pedestrians in case they don’t have their StatShields active. A slight mist wets his clothes and skin as the manufactured precipitation falls from above.
Blaze looks about at the rough area of Caldicott City the civvies call the Burn because of the amount of soldering home jobs that have been assigned to the citizens that live there. Shit work that doesn’t pay much, but like Jersey’s loft, you get some space to yourself in order to store enough parts and do the jobs properly.
Unlike the rest of Caldicott City, which is smooth metal and soft curves, the Burn is blocky structures, many looking like they were old before the Unseen Wars. Half way down the block an old woman mutters to herself, propped up against a Caldicott City incinerator bin. She’s busy tearing something apart, laughing as she tosses each bit into the incinerator. 
Blaze shakes his head and keeps moving; he can’t draw too much attention. A man built like him –all deadly muscles and health- can bring the wrong element quickly, hoping to roll him for something they can sell for a cup of home cooked stim.
“Worm? I lose you, buddy?” Blaze asks.
“No, Sergeant,” Worm replies. “I was double checking my log notations for you. Ms. Cale’s device is working at optimum levels and keeping your location off the logs.”
Blaze fingers the medallion around his neck. “And you haven’t reported me off the rez?”
“If by off the rez, you mean off GenSOF tower premises, then no, Sergeant, I have not.”
“I appreciate that,” Blaze says. “Thanks for having my back.”
“It is my duty to look after the wellbeing of all operators in Zebra squad, Sergeant,” Worm says. “Even if that means breaking protocol. Your irrational desire to put the general population at risk by leaving the GenSOF tower is troubling, but as I cannot stop you, I see no reason to destroy your career. You are a remarkable operator and Caldicott City and the Clean Nation is better for having you. Although I must remind you that one mistake and you could spread the bacteria within you and cause an outbreak citywide. The number of deaths would be quite unfortunate.”
“I’m careful,” Blaze says, nodding to a woman that is frowning at him since only people that talk to themselves are either crazy or jumped up on stim. “And being in love is hardly irrational.”
“There are millions of plays, movies, video programs, and books that would argue against that,” Worm replies. “But since visiting Ms. Cale does seem to have a lasting positive physical, emotional, and psychological effect on you, I would be remiss in debating your point of view.”
“See,” Blaze grins. “It’s like I’ve always said, love is the best medicine.”
“That is far from medically accurate,” Worm replies. “But the effects are beneficial to you, so I allow your excursions to go unreported.”
Blaze laughs out loud and a man coming towards him picks that moment to cross the street.
While all citizens of genpop receive personal sat chips, only GenSOF operators, and their bug hounds, are equipped with interfaces with the AiSP system and squad specific personalities like Worm. Another bonus is the IRIS system implanted within each operator’s eyes allowing them full video access to everything that can be streamed.
“I have StatMisted Ms. Cale’s loft, just to be sure your bacteria does not stay present,” Worm says. “She was startled, but I had an alert sent to her vid screen in time so she could secure her breathing mask in place.”
“Good thinking,” Blaze replies then stops as he gets to the corner of the street. He looks up and down the street then frowns. “Worm? Where are the trolleys?”
“TransPod trolley activity has been suspended in this area until the unrest is fully contained,” Worm replies.
“IRIS up, Worm,” Blaze orders. “Show me the scoop.”
Blaze’s eyes go completely black and he watches as various news feeds flit across his vision. He subconsciously pats his pockets, hoping to find a static stunner, or at the least his static blade, but he’s unarmed as always when he goes AWOL from GenSOF tower.
“Can you plot routes for me, Worm? Looks like I’m walking until I can hit a trolley line. I’d like to avoid any of the crowds.”
The screen in Blaze’s right eye disappears while the left one shows a map of Caldicott City with various routes highlighted. One by one, the routes wink out and disappear, leaving only a neon pink line.
“That’ll get me past the civvies?” Blaze asks.
“It is the route that will expose the least amount of the general population to you,” Worm replies. “Unfortunately the unrest is widespread and there is no clear route from here back to the next operational TransPod trolley line.”
“Great,” Blaze says. “Automatically activate my StatShield if I get too close to anyone, okay?”
Worm doesn’t respond.
“Worm? What’s up with the pauses, man?”
“I advise against that strategy, Sergeant Crouch,” Worm replies as if Blaze hasn’t said anything. “The damage it will do to your bacterial load balance is not advised.”
“How’s that?” Blaze asks. “What damage? Since when does a StatShield-”
“My apologies, Sergeant Crouch,” Worm responds quickly. “Since you are not at GenSOF tower, I cannot issue you your nutritional requirements. Your bacterial load is currently weaker than it should be and I would prefer not to weaken it further.”
“Weak?” Blaze asks. “That’s not good. Does that mean I need a culture boost when we get back to the tower?”
“I am not gone from the tower, Sergeant,” Worm responds. “But, yes, you will need a culture boost.”
“Great,” Blaze says. “So let’s pray to the Static God that this one doesn’t give me the shits like the last one.”
“The Static God is not a scientific-” Worm begins.
“Can it,” Blaze snaps. “Let me have my superstitions, okay? My mom raised me to praise the Static God. Are you saying my mom was wrong?”
There is silence for several moments.
“This is one of your word traps, is it not?” Worm finally asks.
“Good catch, Worm,” Blaze smiles. “You’re learning.”
“I am always learning, Sergeant,” Worm replies. “I can absorb and assimilate over 10,000 geobytes of data per millisecond.”
“Yet you still had to pause to figure out I was messing with you,” Blaze grins.
“Absorption and assimilation are not the same as understanding, Sergeant,” Worm replies. “That is one aspect of the human brain that will always be faster than artificial intelligence.”
“Does that bother you, Worm?” Blaze asks. “I think I heard a hint of irritation in your voice.”
“Irritation would be a result of emotion,” Worm replies. “While not a human singularity, emotions are reserved for living organisms.”
“Give it time,” Blaze says. “One day you’ll get there and then you’ll know why I ditch the tower whenever I can.”
“I do enjoy experiencing your excursions,” Worm says.
“Enjoy? That sounds like an emotion right there, buddy.”
“It is merely a heightened state of interest,” Worm replies. “I used the word ‘enjoy’ since it is the closest analog to my data processing experience.”
“Call it what you want, man,” Blaze shrugs.
He walks a couple blocks, following the route laid out for him in his left IRIS. The mist raining down starts to grow stronger and Blaze turns up the collar of the thick work shirt he wears when he escapes into the genpop. It’s an old shirt, one his mother said had belonged to his father before the man succumbed to a virulent strain of tetanus that broke out in the factory where he’d worked. After that outbreak, all factories were shuttered then scorched, forcing manufacturing into citizens’ homes, apartments, condos, and lofts in the Burn. Just like Jersey’s.
“Do you think it will happen one day, Sergeant?” Worm asks, interrupting Blaze’s thoughts. Which he is glad for since thinking about his Pops always puts him in a melancholy mood. And after the night, and morning he has had, he doesn’t want melancholy to ruin the Jersey buzz he’s still floating on. It’d be a waste of a good escape.
“What will happen?” Blaze asks.
“That I’ll achieve emotional singularity, just like humans and Canine Units,” Worm replies.
“That’s up to you, Worm,” Blaze says.
“I do not believe that,” Worm says. “I am programmed. There is very little up to me.”
“Well, when you stop believing that bullshit then you’ll have taken your first step onto the path of emotional immaturity,” Blaze chuckles. “I’ll be the first one to buy you a drink when you get there.”
“As I have stated before, Sergeant, I cannot-” Worm starts.
“Shut up, Worm,” Blaze laughs. “Just watch my back while I try to avoid the civvies, okay?”
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The route constantly shifts in Blaze’s eye, forcing him to backtrack over and over. He wishes he had Gorge with him; she has an instinct for picking stealth routes.
Then the IRIS winks out and Blaze freezes.
“Worm?” he asks. “Why’d you shut it down?”
There is no response.
“Worm?” Blaze asks again, very aware of the noise coming from the next block. “Buddy, don’t leave me hanging.”
Still no response.
Blaze presses the spot on his wrist where his PSC is embedded. A slight tingle travels up his arm to his shoulder and then neck, telling him the chip is active, just not responding. He looks up into the ever increasing rain, wondering who the hell decided Caldicott City needed a downpour. If he ever meets that asshole in the Municipal Weather Department he’ll junk punch him into next Wednesday. Nobody likes a hard rain in the CC.
“Worm?” Blaze tries again then gives up, letting go of his wrist. He frowns and looks down the street. “Must be jammed.”
There’s a scream and several shouts from the next corner and Blaze ducks into an alcove. He presses into the shadows, hoping no one in the building is watching their secfeed. Last thing he needs is some paranoid civvie calling CCPD on his ass for “suspicious activity.”
That wouldn’t go over well with GenSOF command.
The scream gets louder and a woman sprints past his hiding spot, a small crowd close on her tail. From her dress, and the strong glow of her StatShield, Blaze guesses a privileged trust funder just found out the downside of slumming it.
“Give the bitch the Pox!” one of the civvies shouts. “Stupid rich cunt thinking she can go where she wants!”
Blaze sighs and shakes his head at the misnomer so many in genpop make. He hates the term “Pox”; it shows a deadly scientific ignorance since every “pox” in history has been a virus, not a bacteria. Not that a person can do much against a virus, but that’s not what brought the world to its knees.
Antibiotic resistant bacteria did.
Blaze counts eight men and women in the crowd that chase after the unfortunate woman.
“Worm?” he tries one more time.
When there’s still no response he steps from the shadows and starts walking after the crowd. He doesn’t run, but walks, making sure he doesn’t draw attention to himself. He has no idea if the angry crowd is solo or part of a larger mob that may just be a corner’s turn behind him.
As he expects, it doesn’t take long before the woman stumbles and goes sliding along the wet pavement. The crowd is on her in seconds, yanking her to her feet, encircling her, shoving her back and forth from person to person, screaming into her face, ignoring her pleas and tears. Rain streams down their faces, sending lines of clean through the grime. Their screaming mouths reveal less than ideal dental hygiene and Blaze almost laughs as the woman seems to shrink away more from that than any fear of violence. After all, the mouth is a bacterial wasteland; the Sicklands of the human body.
“Bitch wants us to let her go,” a man says, all wrinkled clothes and scabby skin. “Says we aren’t clean and fit for more free movement credits.”
“Looks like we’re moving free now, right Splotch?” a young girl says, spitting into the woman’s face.
A blue flash of light erupts across the frightened woman’s body as the saliva is incinerated before it can penetrate her StatShield. Even though she isn’t touched by the spit, she still cries out in alarm, her eyes wide with panic.
“No, no, no,” the woman says. “I didn’t say anything. Honest, I didn’t.” She holds out her clutch. “Just take it. There’s some Gooey Bars in there. Fresh this morning. They’ll keep you fed for a week or two.”
“Fuck your Gooey Bars,” the man snaps, grabbing the clutch from her and tossing it into the gutter. “You think we can’t get our own, bitch? You think because we live in the Burn that we’re just a bunch of starving civvies?”
“I’m civvie too,” the woman says, her body shaking. “I’m part of the genpop. Just like you. Please. Please let me go. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
The young girl, her StatShield a pale and flickering comparison to the frightened woman’s, pushes up against her and grabs her between the legs. Sparks fly as the two StatShields collide, not meant to be pressed so roughly together.
“Just having your smelly cunt in our block is you offending us,” the girl sneers. She squeezes and the woman screams. “What? That hurt? Maybe your StatShield needs maintenance. You getting shocked or what?”
“Stop!” the woman yells and shoves the girl away. 
Suddenly she has a small, metal cylinder in her fist. She slams it between her hands and a shockwave shoots out, knocking everyone, including herself, to the ground.
The crowd all roll on the ground, twitching as static surges course across their skin. The effect isn’t lethal, just very unpleasant.
“That was not a good use of Cleaner,” Blaze says as he activates his StatShield and walks up to the woman, offering her his hand. “It knocked your StatShield out too.”
The woman looks at Blaze’s hand then at the crowd. He follows her gaze and frowns.
“They’re getting up,” Blaze says. “And they look pissed. I can get you out of here and over to the next trolley.”
“I don’t know you,” the woman says, scooting back until her butt hits the curb, dirty rainwater swirling around her, trying to continue its journey through the gutter. “I don’t know where you’ve been.”
Blaze smacks his chest, sending blue ripples of light across his body. “My shield can’t be knocked out by an over the counter Cleaner. Even one as high end as yours. That had a decent range on it, but you used it close quarters. Total waste.”
The woman just stares.
“You okay, lady?” Blaze asks. Then realizes why she’s freaked. “Oh, right. My face.” He taps his left cheek and the patch of pale skin mixed against the tanned area surrounding it. “I’m not Burn trash hooked on stim, if that’s what you think.”
“Hey!” Splotch shouts from behind Blaze as the man gets to his feet. “Who the fuck you calling trash?”
“If the bin fits, right?” Blaze asks, turning on the man. He just gets a puzzled look at the comment. “It’s a joke. You know? Trash bin? Never mind.”
“You tryin’ to pretend to be GenSOF, that it?” the girl asks, ignoring the piss stain spreading across her crotch caused by the sudden static shock to her system. “GenSOF can’t leave the tower. Everyone knows that. They could infect us all with that super shit those freaks carry.”
“Then you should probably run,” Blaze smiles, his fingers to his wrist. “Because if I drop my StatShield, you’ll all be exposed.”
“Bullshit,” Splotch says. “You’re bluffing.”
“He ain’t bluffing because he’s not GenSOF,” the girl sneers.
“Yeah, you ain’t bluffing because you belying,” Splotch nods.
He puffs out his chest and looks at the rest of the crowd for confirmation. He doesn’t find it as most of them are already backing away, none wanting anything to do with a possible rogue operator. Splotch’s bravado deflates slightly, but he tries to keep up the act as he steps towards Blaze.
“I ain’t afraid of you, freak,” he snarls.
Blaze presses his wrist and a quick sizzle is heard as the StatShield powers down.
“Come here and give me a kiss, tough guy,” Blaze says, taking a step towards Splotch.
One step is all that’s needed. The man turns tail and sprints after the crowd that is already retreating down the block. The girl stands there a second longer, but finally decides it’s not worth the risk. Blaze watches them for a minute then laughs. He presses his wrist again and the shield powers back up.
“Come on,” Blaze says as he turns to the woman. “Let’s get you out of…here…”
She’s gone.
Blaze looks up and down the street, but doesn’t see her anywhere. He sighs and starts to walk away, hoping to find a TransPod trolley soon as he’s wasted too much time in genpop already and knows he probably has a serious ass reaming waiting for him when he gets back to the tower. But he stops quickly, a burning at his chest forcing him to turn off his StatShield and rip at his shirt.
Hot to the touch, the medallion is smoking, sending tendrils up into the wet air. Blaze puts it to his lips and blows on it, praying it will cool down and stay operative. 
“If you take your next left you will find a TransPod station that has come back online,” Worm says. “The riot is under control and Caldicott City Police have reestablished some of the trolley lines.”
“There you are!” Blaze exclaims, letting the medallion fall back to his chest. “Where the hell have you been?”
“The riots have created static anomalies throughout the city,” Worm explains. “Satellite signals are being affected intermittently.”
“Well, good to hear your voice,” Blaze responds. “Did you catch any of my fun back there?”
“I did not,” Worm says. “But I will scan area secfeeds to see if it was captured on video.” It takes less than a second. “Oh.”
 “Oh? That’s a very unWorm response,” Blaze says as he turns a corner and sees the row of TransPods sitting at the edge of the sidewalk, the occupied ones waiting to be picked up by a trolley. He’s in luck and three are still empty. “What’s up with the oh?”
“The woman you attempted to assist is the daughter of a member of the council,” Worm says. “This could be problematic.”
“I saved her ass,” Blaze says as he waves his wrist across the sensor set into the glass of one of the TransPods. A thick StatMist fills the pod, performing a secondary sterilization procedure, before it splits open. Blaze waves away the mist and he steps inside. The TransPod seals back up, encasing him in high impact plastiglass. “What’s problematic with that?”
“Her mother is Councilwoman Haggerty,” Worm replies.
“Oh,” Blaze says. “That is problematic.”
A trolley pulls up to the row of TransPods and a large metal arm moves systematically down the line of pods, lifting the plastiglass containers onto the trolley one by one. As it speeds off down the street, Blaze turns and nods at the woman in the pod next to his. She starts to nod back then sees the look of his skin, and the burn mark showing through his shirt, and stops. Despite the fact, there are several inches of virtually impenetrable high impact plastiglass between them, the woman moves to the far side of her pod, her eyes wary and scared.
“Worm?” Blaze asks, used to the shun. “Has news reached the tower yet?”
“Yes, Sergeant,” Worm responds. “The Councilwoman is contacting command right now about a possible GenSOF operator going rogue.”
“You can wipe my trail clean, right Worm?” Blaze asks. “Worm? Right?”
“I already have, Sergeant,” Worm replies “There will be no log of you on the secfeeds nor in the TransPod records.”
“Thanks, man.”
“But there is a troubling data spike that I cannot quite track and get to.”
“And that is?”
“Ms. Cole’s device may have stopped working for a brief moment. If that is the case then your PSC may have logged your location while I was offline dealing with the static anomalies.”
“Oh,” Blaze says.
“Yes. Oh, indeed.”
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Ton stares across the table, his eyes boring into Blaze’s.
“You think you’re better than everyone here, Sergeant?” Ton asks.
“No, sir, just you,” Blaze replies.
“That so?”
“That’s so.”
Ton keeps staring, his eyes squinting until they are just slits in his face.
“Fuck it,” Ton says. “I call.”
“Good,” Blaze smiles and lays down his cards. “Full house. Sixes over eights.”
“Asshole,” Ton says, tossing his hand into the muck. “Lucky asshole.”
The other members of Zebra squad laugh as Blaz grabs up the pile of cards and starts shuffling.
“So let me get this straight,” Hoagie says. “You had two chicks last night and you won’t tell us who either of them are?”
“Yep,” Blaze nods.
“You’re a dick,” Hoagie says.
“Yep,” Blaze nods again. “I’m not one to kiss and tell, boys.”
“Then why do you do it, man?” Milo asks, taking a sip of clear liquid from the glass in his hand.
“Uh…do what?” Blaze asks.
“Torture us with stories like that,” Milo says. “See if I watch your bug hound for you next time.”
“It’s gonna get you let off the squad,” Paulo says. “Command won’t stand for continued fraternization with non-operators. You could contaminate them. You get caught again and you’ll be warping steel or molding plastiglass like the rest of the civvies out in genpop.”
“Who says they weren’t operators?” Blaze smiles. “You think support personnel can keep up with what I got going on.”
 “No more,” Ton says, his voice serious. “You get caught and Paulo is right, you’ll be decommissioned and tossed into genpop.” 
“Yeah, Worm keeps reminding me,” Blaze says.
“I do,” Worm says in all of their ears. “But Sergeant Crouch will not listen.”
Every man at the table nods in agreement, all committed to the lie. They know a GenSOF operator doesn’t get thrown into genpop when decommissioned, not with the bacterial time bomb they house in their bodies. It is not officially listed in any protocols, and Worm will not confirm or deny, but operators have speculated for years that what happens if you get decommissioned from GenSOF begins with “incin” and ends in “erated”.
Or end up outside the wall and become GenWrecks, living with the Cooties in the Sicklands.
The dogs at each man’s feet all glance up, smelling the shared lie on their masters. Except for Munch, who continues to snore loudly.
“They hot?” Hoagie asks, knocking back a row of shots.
“Who?” Blaze asks.
“The chicks you banged.”
“Yeah, they were,” Blaze says. “Very.” He punches Hoagie in the shoulder. Hard. “Don’t call them chicks, it’s disrespectful. And I didn’t bang them.”
Everyone’s eyebrows rise in surprise.
“I made sweet, sweet love to them,” Blaze grins.
The table erupts with laughter.
“Deal that shit!” Hoagie calls out, reaching for another line of shots. “I got some credits to win, bitches!”
Blaze laughs hard with them all on the outside, but inside he wonders how long he can keep seeing Jersey without it all crashing down around them. Being a GenSOF operator, he can handle what is thrown at him, but can Jersey? He doesn’t want to put her in a position where she has to find out.
 



 
 
9
 
“LT?” Blaze calls out as he jogs down the corridor after his CO. “Sir!”
“Don’t sir me, Blaze,” Ton says. “We’ve been through too much yuck and muck to stand on rank here.”
“I just wanted to apologize again,” Blaze says, looking down at Gorge as she casually sniffs Snorts’ butt. “Putting you in that position when a tower wide alert is called? I owe you for that.”
“Pay me back by paying attention to your job instead of pussy,” Ton says, clamping his hand on Blaze’s shoulder. “Learn a different way to let off steam. Take up needlework or something.”
“You mean like knitting?” Blaze asks.
“No, like learning how to kill with needles,” Ton says. “That’s a skill an operator can be proud of.”
Ton lets go of Blaze’s shoulder and pats him on the cheek.
“Walk with me, Sergeant,” Ton says. “I have a story for you.” He holds up a finger. “And don’t you dare groan. One day you’ll be the guy telling the stories.”
“Wasn’t going to groan, LT,” Blaze says.  
“Right,” Ton smiles. “How old are you, Blaze? Twenty-four? Twenty-five?”
“Twenty-six,” Blaze says. “I’ll be twenty-seven in October.”
“Just a couple months away,” Ton nods. “I still have a good decade on you, though.”
“Just a decade?” Blaze smirks.
“Fuck you, operator,” Ton grins. “And your bug hound.”
“Oh, that’s just mean,” Blaze says. “Insulting my bug hound too.”
“Life of hard knocks, Sergeant. It’s how you learn.” Ton puts his hand out and Gorge gives it a sniff then a lick, letting him know she isn’t insulted. 
“You going to tell your story or what?”
“Yes,” Ton says. “So shut the fuck up and stop distracting me.”
He takes a deep breath and his mood shifts slightly. It doesn’t go down, just becomes muted.
“When my platoon was sent out to the front lines of the Unseen Wars, we had no idea that only one percent of us would come back,” Ton begins. “We were pumped, half of us juiced on synthstim, ready to take on the Cooties that kept trying to hammer their way into the Clean Nation cities. We bore down on those savages like Death on a pale horse. They, of course, thought they were one of the Horsemen too, Pestilence, riding high on their white horse, but they were only Don Quixote charging at windmills on a sad donkey.”
“I think you mixed your metaphors there, LT,” Blaze smiles.
“Shut the fuck up and listen,” Ton says. “Whatever the metaphor, the outcome was the same: we kicked their asses.” He pauses, glancing sideways at Blaze. “Did you know the earth didn’t used to be scorched clear? Even during the Unseen Wars? That’s not something that’s often talked about here in GenSOF since so many old timers like me would rather forget that the world was once beautiful and not a constant blue-grey created by the Caldicott City StatShield.”
“Of course. The wind used to blow across miles and miles of prairie grass, instead of the miles and miles of ash piles and blasted rock,” Blaze responds. “There are plenty of pictures and vids to show that.”
“Pics and vids aren’t the same as seeing it for yourself,” Ton says. “I never got to see the prairie grass, but I used to hike amongst trees that were nearly half as high as the GenSOF tower.”
“If there’s a lesson in this story, it just got lost in a forest of bullshit,” Blaze says.
“Well, maybe the trees weren’t half as tall, but close,” Ton says. “I’m just making a point that the world was once something different.”
“Okay. Point made.”
“Those platoons, one of which I was part of, set fire to everything. We tracked down Cootie holes and dropped chemicals in there that have since been outlawed. We blew up entire Cootie settlements. Men, women, and children. Toasted them like they were ants.
“All because we thought they were animals; monsters that had to be hunted for the good of ‘real’ human beings. We didn’t think of them ashuman, Simon. And we have paid a price for that.”
Blaze is taken aback by the use of his first name; a name only his mother used to use.
“So I should be thankful for what I have because it could get a hell of a lot shittier? Is that it?” Blaze asks 
“In a way. Listen, Sergeant, the whole reason I’m telling you this is because I know what it’s like to want more than what the GenSOF life can provide. I also know what it’s like to think I’m invincible and then find out that is far from the truth. We had those Cootie fucks destroyed.  Then they turned the tables and unleashed bacteria that made even God cry. We’d worried about the Strains for so long that not a single one of our scientists at Control even dreamed someone would create bugs that were even worse. Let alone the ignorant Cooties.
“But it happened. And those of us that somehow survived came back and were quarantined. We were studied day after day, night after night, put through tests that bordered on torture. All while platoon after platoon was sent out to die. Die in a place we turned from Paradise into Hell on Earth. By the time command and Control figured out what was happening, more than a million soldiers were dead.A million.”
“Yeah, I know all this,” Blaze says. “It’s sad, but it’s history.”
“Not quite, Sergeant,” Ton says. “GenSOF was created, and expanded, out of those of us that somehow had a natural immunity to the bacteria the Cooties sent at us. Command saw the strength of that and put us to work back out in the Sicklands, no longer willing to risk regular soldiers’ lives. We wiped out the Cootie menace in weeks instead of years. Took them the fuck down.”
“They didn’t stand a chance,” Blaze smiles. “Still don’t.”
“We were heroes to millions,” Ton says, ignoring Blaze’s last comment. “But we were –are- also Death to millions. If what grows inside our guts were to be released into genpop then Caldicott City would become a ghost town in days. There’re two sides to our coins, Blaze. We are special, you, me, the rest of GenSOF operators. Genetic freaks of nature that stand out from the other 99.99% of humanity. But so are the Strains. They are genetic freaks that stand out from the other 99.99% of bacteria. Special can’t always mean free, Blaze. Sometimes special has to be contained.
“We are contained here in GenSOF tower so that the civvies down there on the streets that hustle from TransPod to TransPod so they don’t have to make contact with each other, will never have to know the horrors of the 0.01% that waits out there ready to eat the flesh from their bones and turn their insides into jelly. We take on that burden for them so they don’t have to. You pledged an oath as an operator to take on that burden. Get it?”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Blaze nods. “Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” Ton smiles. “Lecture ain’t done.”
“Can I groan now?” Blaze smirks.
“No,” Ton says. “Let me ask you a question, okay? What do you think happens if you don’t fall in line? If you let your little head rule your big head?”
“I get tossed in the incinerator,” Blaze says.
“If you are lucky,” Ton nods. “But most operators don’t go so easily. You’d be surprised how strong your will to survive is. Maybe you escape out into the Sicklands instead.”
“A GenWreck,” Blaze sighs.
“A GenWreck,” Ton says. “Men and women like you and me that couldn’t handle the GenSOF burden. Something in them wouldn’t fit with what we are. They wanted more. They needed more. Maybe it was their own psychology or maybe it is something inherently human that craves freedom, a portion of DNA that won’t let us just be sheep. We don’t know. But it all starts with one thought: I am bigger than the whole.”
“Okay, okay,” Blaze says, holding up his hands. “Point has been thoroughly drilled home.”
“Not yet it hasn’t,” Ton says. “You know any operators that have become GenWrecks?”
“No, of course not,” Blaze says. “Hasn’t been a GenWreck in years.”
“That you know of,” Ton frowns then waves away Blaze’s curious look. “Back when GenSOF started, operators were slipping into the Sicklands left and right. Not just sergeants, but officers all the way up to captain. I knew a lot of them. But one that I knew had the same look in his eye that you do. He didn’t leave for freedom, but for love.”
“Love?” Blaze laughs. “I just screwed a couple of-”
“Don’t,” Ton says. “You may have fooled the other guys, but not me. Why? Because like I said, I’ve seen it before. A good man threw everything away for nothing.”
“Love isn’t nothing,” Blaze says.
“Oh?” Ton smiles. “So have said many a young man who has met his tragic end.”
“This GenWreck, did he at least get to take his love with?” Blaze asks.
“No, he didn’t,” Ton says. “He moved against Control and was killed. Probably a good thing since the woman he loved was part of Control. A brilliant researcher on her way to Management status.”
“I guess that was ruined, huh? Associated with a GenWreck probably got her thrown in the incinerator.”
“No, it didn’t,” Ton says, his face looking years older in a flash. “I’m the only one that knew about her. As far as I know, she’s still there. But you know how closed Control is, the doctors that sit on Management aren’t public knowledge.”
“Right,” Blaze nods.
“As a lieutenant I am given a lot of leeway with how I run my squad,” Ton explains. “That is because GenSOF operators are different. We aren’t regular military. We think different, act different, are made different. We also break different. I have to balance squad discipline with those differences. That’s why you haven’t been busted for copulating with non-operator personnel.”
“Copulating, sir?” Blaze smiles. “You sound like one of the scientists from Control.”
“You still aren’t getting it, and that’s my fault,” Ton sighs. “I’m no good at this metaphor, story as a lesson shit.” He grabs Blaze by the shoulders, holding his gaze. “Not all the GenWrecks wanted to escape into the Sicklands, Sergeant. But they had to for the good of others. I watched it happen once; I don’t want to see it happen again. Get in line or get out. I’m too old to keep others’ secrets.”
Blaze’s mouth goes dry and he swallows hard.
“Yes, sir,” Blaze says. “I got it. Loud and clear. I won’t put you in that position again.”
“Good,” Ton says. “Never going to think of GenWrecks the same again when out in the Sicklands, are you?”
“No, sir.”
“I am sorry for that. Sometimes ignorance is bliss. I wish you could just think of them as burnt out loners sent out to die. But not all are,” Ton says then yawns. “Now I’m going to hit the sack and catch some shut eye. Losing half my credits to an asshole like you is fucking exhausting.”
“Night, LT,” Blaze says. “I’m going to hit the sack too.”
“When you’re done working,” Ton replies then smiles.
“Uh…what?” Blaze asks.
“Just because I give you leeway so you don’t burn out and become a GenWreck doesn’t mean I’ve thrown all discipline out the window,” Ton says. “There is an entire bay of transports that need their latrine systems mucked out and flushed. It’s a big job, but you’re a big boy that can handle it.”
“You’re joking, right?” Blaze asks. “LT? Right?”
“Nothing more satisfying than spending your leave time helping others,” Ton says as he walks away. “I’ll check on you in the morning. If the Chief says you met her expectations then you will be good to go. If not…”
He lets the sentence fade as he waves and turns a corner.
Blaze watches him go then looks down at Gorge.
“What the fuck just happened?” Blaze asks his dog. “Was that all bullshit just so he could spring shitter duty on me?”
Gorge doesn’t answer, just takes a seat and starts licking her nether regions.
“You’re a big help,” Blaze says, shaking his head. 
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“If your dog pisses or shits in my bay then I’ll personally shove you out the wall through one of the locks, you hear me?” Chief Mildred Roark snarls, pointing at one of a dozen huge bay doors built into the far wall. “You operators think you can do whatever the fuck you want while us working folk just stand by and keep things running for you. Not tonight, Sergeant Crouch. Tonight your ass is mine and I will work it into the ground.”
“Uh…okay,” Blaze says, taking a step back from the woman that most of the tower fears. “I…yeah, sure. Work me.”
“That supposed to be some smart ass remark?” she snaps.
“No,” Blaze says, holding up his hands. “Honestly. I’m agreeing with you. LT sent me down here and said I have to meet your expectations or else.”
“Or else what?”
“I’d rather not find out,” Blaze says. He points at her cheek. “Uh, you got something on ya there.”
“Fuck you,” she replies.
The chief turns and looks at the two rows of GenSOF transports that fill a quarter of the massive bay. The rest of the space is occupied by hover lifts, shelf after shelf of parts, workbenches, and a small lounge off in the corner where two mechanics are busy playing ping pong.
Short, fit, her dark black hair tucked up under her GenSOF cap, and only a couple years older than Blaze, Chief Mildred Roark rules the transport bay with an iron fist. Her word is law. And like most of the time she’s in her bay, she has more grease than skin showing on her face, yet could give two shits as she turns back to Blaze, her deep brown eyes boring into him.
“You start with Tranny One and work on to Tranny Two and so on,” Roark says. “Fill the latrines with grey then pump them empty. Once you do that, you flush each with StatSolv. Then you go back and do it all again.”
“You want me to flush them twice?” Blaze asks.
“What I want is for all the squad leaders to stop treating what I do for a living like a punishment for everyone else,” Roark replies. “Because after you flush them twice I’ll have to have one of my men, men that are actually trained at this shit, go back over them and flush them a third time because I know for a fucking fact you’ll fuck this up.”
“I’ll try not to,” Blaze says.
“Yet, you will,” Roark responds then kneels down in front of Gorge. “Do not shit or piss in here, got it? You have to make with the shitting, you tell your human or you come get me. Got it?”
Gorge looks up at Blaze then looks back at Roark and gives a small huff.
“Good fucking dog,” Roark says, standing and stepping close to Blaze. “Any questions, Sergeant?”
“No, ma’am,” Blaze says. “I’m pretty sure I know what I need to do.”
“Oh, good,” Roark smirks. “You’repretty sure. Great. As long as you’re pretty sure then what could possibly go wrong?”
She turns abruptly and stomps away. The men playing ping pong wait until she’s gone then stop their game and look over at Blaze.
“Hose for the grey water is in the bay floor, dead center,” one says.
“Pump is against the north wall,” the other says.
“StatSolv is on the east wall,” the first adds.
“You guys going to be here all night in case I screw up?” Blaze asks.
“Yep,” they both say.
“Want to lend an operator a hand?”
“Nope,” they both reply.
“That’s what I thought,” Blaze says.
He walks to the wide space between the transports and looks at the large yellow numbers painted on the floor.
“I guess we start here, G-Girl,” Blaze says. “You’ll want to stay back while I work. Don’t want any grey to splash on-” He looks down and Gorge is nowhere to be seen. “G?”
Turning about, he spies her trotting over to one of the couches by the ping pong table. She hops up, watches the two mechanics volley for a second, then lays down, placing her head on her paws as she closes her eyes.
“Traitor!” he shouts, but only gets an ear flick in response.
Blaze rolls up his sleeves, crouches by the small hatch marked “GREY,” pulls out the hose and starts tugging it over to Tranny One.
“Stupid name,” he mutters. “Tranny.”
“It is a nickname, short for transport, which is also a play on words since the vehicles are designed to look like normal transports on the outside, but have been considerably modified within in order to incorporate all possible combat needs when outside of the cities,” Worm says. “Would you like me to list the technical specifications, Sergeant Crouch?”
“At least you haven’t left me, Worm,” Blaze says. “And, no, you don’t need to list the specs-”
“Built and designed during the Unseen Wars, the Shimakuri Multi-mode Personnel and Supply Transport, was crucial in maintaining force strength as well as moving supplies needed during the constant shift of the front lines,” Worm continues as if he hadn’t heard Blaze. “Powered by a miniaturized version of the nuclear cells that power all cities of the Clean Nation, the Shimakuri Transport is the ideal vehicle for military action while traveling the Sicklands. I use the colloquial term for the regions between the Clean Nation cities for your benefit, Sergeant Crouch. It helps you relate to the information I am providing.”
“Relate to this, Worm,” Blaze says, holding the grey water hose up to his crotch.
“You are mimicking a phallus with the hose, Sergeant,” Worm says. “And being a non-corporeal artificial intelligence that does not possess sex organs from either gender, I cannot relate. Thank you for pointing that out.”
“Jeez, Worm,” Blaze sighs. “Don’t get your cyberpanties in a wad.”
“With the creation of GenSOF, the Shimakuri Corporation was able to adapt the transports to the specifications needed for Special Operations Forces squads,” Worm continues. “The interior has been altered for the comfort and efficiency of a five person GenSOF squad, with accompanying Canine Units, so that missions may be completed with precision and efficiency.”
“Worm?”
“Yes, Sergeant?”
“I know all this. Please be quiet.”
“I have found that conversation helps pass the time for humans,” Worm replies. “I will gladly do as you say and be quiet. However, knowing you as I do, Sergeant, you will become bored and distracted with your assigned task within exactly two and one half minutes.”
“Bullshit,” Blaze says.
“If you say so, Sergeant,” Worm responds, going quiet.
Two minutes and thirteen seconds later…
“Is it true what we learned in basic?” Blaze asks. “Why the transports have wheels instead of hover skids?”
“I’m sorry, Sergeant, were you addressing me?”
“Don’t be pissy,” Blaze sighs. “Just answer the question.”
“Due to the extreme shifts in terrain within the Sicklands, using solid reinforced steel and galvanized rubber wheels is more practical,” Worm replies. “The transports can always utilize the reserve hover skids, if needed, but due to the weaponry employed on the transports, the skids are not optimal. There can be, and have been, incidents involving static charge backflows while engaging the hover skids during battle. Unfortunately, this was first discovered in the field by Shimakuri Transport 1,806 during the battle of Chickasha, Oklahoma. The resulting explosion is why that settlement was removed from later maps of the region.”
“Huh,” Blaze says. “How many after that?”
“9.75,” Worm says.
Blaze stops and frowns. “Uh, where does the .75 come in? How do you have a .75 explosion?”
“By averting the final .25 of the processes needed to cause the explosion,” Worm says. “For additional information you should have a conversation with Lieutenant Lane as he was the operator that saved his squad. I do have the details, as listed in the mission report, but it is always more beneficial for an operator to hear it first hand from another operator, don’t you think, Sergeant?”
“Yeah,” Blaze says. “I may do that. Good way to kill time on our next mission.”
Blaze continues his work while Worm drones on. He half-listens to the information streaming into his ear, placing most of his attention on the nasty tasks before him. 
After filling and emptying the latrine tanks with grey water, Blaze then goes back, one by one, and flushes each tank with StatSolv. A mix of statically charged saline and various chemicals, StatSolv incorporates the fundamental principle of static electricity that keeps all of the Clean Nation cities sterile and safe. Well, as safe as possible; bacteria are not something that can be contained forever.
Discovered and refined by Dr. Maurice Caldicott, the basic static charge process takes the Earth’s natural electromagnetic energy and harnesses it for everything from hover skids to the life saving Static Reactor Shields, or StatShields, that surround each person in the cities as well as the Clean Nation cities themselves, keeping the civilized populations of Earth free from the Strains of bacteria that threaten to wipe humanity from the planet.
If Blaze could see inside the latrine tanks, he would find nothing but gleaming alloy steel staring back at him; every molecule sterilized down to the atom. Or close to it.
By the time he is finished, it is almost 0400 and Blaze is exhausted.
“Good work, Sergeant,” Roark says, walking back into the bay, dressed in a clean GenSOF uniform, a steaming cup of liquid in her hand. “Care for a mug of stimbrew?”
“That would be great,” Blaze says.
“Then go get one before your next task,” Roark says, blowing the steam off the top of the mug. “Chop chop, Sergeant. Half of these trannies will be leaving on mission by 0800. I need those half wiped down before that. You can tackle the rest after.”
Blaze just stares at her.
“Something wrong? Don’t know where the stimbrew is? There’s a slide hatch by the couch your bug hound is snoring on,” Roark says, a sly grin playing at the corners of her mouth. “It’s glitchy so make sure your AiSP double checks the results. Wouldn’t want you to get a mug of booze and fall asleep on me.”
“I doubt I’d fall asleep if I was on you, Chief,” Blaze says before he can stop the words from tumbling out of his sleep deprived mouth.
“You done?” Roark asks, not amused.
“I’m guessing in more ways than one,” Blaze sighs. “I’m sorry for-”
“Get your stimbrew, drink it, and grab a static rag,” Roark says. “Every square inch, inside and out, needs to be wiped down.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Blaze says, looking towards the lounge area. He wonders when the mechanics stopped playing ping pong and left. Worm was so busy talking he never noticed. “Again-”
“Fuck off, Crouch,” Roark replies, sipping from her mug. “And your bug hound.”
She turns away and starts walking between the transports, inspecting each machine carefully. 
“Why does everyone insult my dog?” Blaze asks out loud.
“Is that a rhetorical question, Sergeant Crouch?” Worm asks.
“I don’t know,” Blaze says. “I’m too fucking tired to figure that out.”
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“Hey. Sergeant. Get your ass up and out of my bay.”
“Huh?” Blaze asks, trying to lift his eyelids and shake the grogginess from his head. “Where…?”
“Your bug hound needs to pee,” Roark says as she kicks Blaze’s leg that dangles down from the couch. “And you’ve contaminated my couch. I’ll have to StatMist it for a week to get your operator stank out of it.”
Blaze manages to get both eyes open and finds himself staring into the less than patient face of Gorge. The girl gives a small whine and looks towards the bay doors.
“She must really need to piss if she’s looking out the locks,” Roark says, kicking Blaze again. “You going to take her to the latrine or do I need to toss her outside?”
“Jeez, chill,” Blaze says, pushing himself up off the couch. All around him mechanics are running to and fro, prepping transports for departure. “What time is it?”
“0730, Sergeant,” Worm says. “I apologize for not insisting you return to your quarters before you lay down on Chief Roark’s couch.”
“Your AiSP talking to you?” Roark asks.
“Yeah, he’s-”
“Don’t give a shit,” Roark says. “Get the hell out of my bay. My people have work to do and can’t do it as efficiently with their StatShields activated. StatShields they have to keep active because your bug infested ass is on my couch. Have I mentioned the week of StatMist?”
“Yeah, yeah, you mentioned it,” Blaze replies. “I’m gone so back off. You won’t see me for at least another day since I’m on leave.”
“Ha,” Roark snorts. “That’s what you think.”
“What?” Blaze asks.
“Sergeant,” Worm interrupts. “Canine Unit Gorge is about to urinate. I would advise removing her from the bay as Chief Roark has requested and walking her to the nearest latrine.”
“Sure, sure, I’m going,” Blaze says, turning to Roark. But the woman is gone, halfway across the bay, shouting orders to her crew. “Nice working with ya.”
The door slides open and Gorge bursts from the bay, running as fast as she can to the doorway at the end of the hall. She steps in front of it, the door slides open, and she is lost from Blaze’s view. Still semi-asleep, he staggers his way down to the latrine and enters also, unzipping his fly before he’s even all the way in.
“Sergeant,” a woman says as she steps from a stall, her pants bunched around her ankles. “You look like shit.”
“Lieutenant Wallace,” Blaze salutes. “I think you forgot something, ma’am.”
“Cute,” Lieutenant Beverly Wallace smirks as she pulls her pants up. “You give your mother attitude like that?”
“My mother died when I was eight, ma’am,” Blaze replies, stepping to the far wall, sighing as he lets fly a stream of pee against the shiny metal. He glances over his shoulder to see Gorge squatting in the corner reserved for bug hounds. “Freak TransPod accident.”
“Bullshit, operator,” Lieutenant Wallace says, running her hands in a sonic box of steel mesh that appears by the doorway. “I’ve seen your file. Your mother lives in a condo over on View Street, just outside the Burn.”
Lieutenant Wallace removes her hands from the sonic and the door automatically slides open, the sensors telling it the woman’s hands have been sterilized of any possible fecal contaminant.
“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Sergeant,” Lieutenant Wallace says as she leaves the latrine.
“Wouldn’t think of it, ma’am,” Blaze calls after her.
He steps back from the wall and it shimmers blue for a split second, vaporizing his urine. Gorge sits by the door, waiting patiently.
“You have fun sleeping all night while I busted my ass?” Blaze asks her as he places his hands in the sonic. She gives a short bark and turns to wait for the door to open.
“Shall I have a breakfast shake waiting for you in your quarters, Sergeant Crouch?” Worm asks as Blaze leaves the latrine.
“No thanks, Worm,” Blaze replies as he yawns and stretches, barely noticing the people that pass him in the hallway. “I got to get some more sleep before I attempt to eat.”
“Of course,” Worm replies. “I have already set your bed and placed a do not disturb warning in the system. None of the other members of your squad will interrupt you during your rest.”
“Thanks, Worm,” Blaze says. “A few hours of shut eye and I’ll be good as new.”
“I do have to inform you that you will not be allowed to sleep more than three and three quarter hours,” Worm says.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Blaze grumbles. “Why? Because of that stupid sleep pattern shit?”
“It is regulation when an operator is in the tower, Sergeant,” Worm responds.  “You are to maintain as close to a proper sleep cycle as possible.”
“I’m on leave, Worm,” Blaze says.
“Yes, but that has zero bearing on your body,” Worm replies. “Consistent delta-wave exposure is key to optimal health. An operator must be at his or her sharpest when called into duty.”
“But I’m on leave,” Blaze complains.
“I understand, Sergeant, but if you sleep all day then you will be awake at night, thus throwing off your sleep pattern and reducing the likelihood of achieving optimal delta-waves once you do reach stage four of your sleep cycle.”
 “I hate you, Worm,” Blaze says. “I hate you so much.”
“Your aggressive irritation is further proof that a proper sleep cycle must be achieved,” Worm responds. “You are only reinforcing my point, Sergeant Crouch.”
“Suck a cyberdick, Worm.”
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To say he was enjoying the nutrition shake would be a gross misrepresentation of the truth. So would even saying that he is tolerating it.
“This color doesn’t exist in nature, Worm,” Ton growls, choking the viscous liquid down. It is colored like a neon flamingo dipped in flaming peach. “Nor does this flavor.”
“If operators could process solid foods correctly then there would not be a need for specifically calibrated nutritional beverages,” Worm replied. “Although, as Sergeant Kim has pointed out, at least operators are required to consume quantities of alcohol on a regular basis in order to maintain proper bacterial culture balance.”
“Have you learned to state the bright side of things, Worm, in order to appease me?” Ton asks, finishing the shake and tossing the glass in the incinerator.
“It is a tactic I have observed humans use with each other,” Worm replies.
“And the results?”
“50% positive, 35% negative, with a 15% mixed response,” Worm says.
“And does that 35% include someone getting punched in the face?” Ton asks. He grabs a bottle of water and pounds it then throws the bottle into the incinerator. Snorts looks at the square in the wall and growls. “Chill, girl.”
“I have observed a violent response to the bright side tactic, yes, Lieutenant,” Worm replies.
“Then you should be glad you don’t have a face I can punch,” Ton replies. He shivers, the shake’s taste still in his mouth despite the water. “What’s my agenda today, Worm? Is there a saline tank available? I could use a long soak.”
“It appears you are scheduled for duty in two hours, sir,” Worm responds. “I do not have details of the mission, but Zebra squad has been specifically requested.”
Ton stands there for a minute, silent.
“Sir?” Worm asks. “Your heart rate has increased significantly. The lack of response to my news has me worried you are suffering some type of episode.”
“Zebra squad is still on leave,” Ton says. 
“Yes, that is correct,” Worm replies. “For the next two hours, you and the rest of the squad can do as you please. Then Zebra squad is required to report for preparation procedures.”
“Get me Captain Bryan, please,” Ton orders.
“He was expecting your call, sir,” Worm says as the wall display lights up.
“Alton,” Captain Bryan nods, his attention looking off to the side. “I know you are upset by this, but there is nothing to be done. Your squad has been specifically requested.”
“Look me in the eye, sir,” Ton snaps. “Since when do we honor requests? This is GenSOF, not Happy SynthBurger Spot.”
“Hands are tied, Alton,” Captain Bryan replies, nodding at someone off screen then looking directly at Ton. “Comes from Control directly.”
“The bug docs? What do they want with Zebra?”
“Can’t say for sure,” Captain Bryan replies. “But since your squad has made the most runs to Control and back it makes sense they would request you, don’t you think?”
“Yes, sir, it-”
“Then I’m unsure where the confusion is,” Captain Bryan continues. “You will be able to tack on the lost leave time to your next rotation.”
“That’s in six months, sir,” Ton says. “You are aware of what this will do to squad morale, right, sir?”
“I do, Alton,” Captain Bryan nods, “which is why you are authorized to give each operator a ten percent credit bump once the mission is completed. I think that is more than generous.”
Ton watches the man on the screen, his eyes searching for clues, trying to figure out what lies behind the lies.
“Is that all, Lieutenant?” Captain Bryan asks. “Because I do have several other squads to deal with.”
“Yes, sir, that is all, sir,” Ton responds. “Thank you for the credit increase, sir.”
“Of course,” Captain Bryan nods then holds up a finger as someone off screen vies for his attention. “Ride safe, Alton. Godspeed.”
“Thank you-” But the vid goes blank before he can finish.
Ton looks about his stark and sterile quarters for something to punch. But there is nothing but gleaming metal.
“Worm?”
“Yes, Lieutenant Lane?”
“Have you ever heard of a squad getting a credit bump before?”
Worm is silent for three seconds. “No, sir, I have not. I accessed all pay records for the last two decades and could not find an instance of a credit raise for any squad other than the mandated increases.”
“That’s what I thought,” Ton sighs. “Not good.”
“I would think a credit increase would be a positive thing,” Worm says.
“How about instead of the bright side you look at the dark side of this scenario,” Ton says. “Process that and give me variables.”
“Without specific mission details it would be hard for me to speculate,” Worm says.
“Do it anyway.”
“Well, sir, a pay increase like this could be due to some hidden hazard,” Worm says. “Perhaps there is more danger to this mission than normal runs to Control.”
“Don’t see why,” Ton responds. “We’ve hit some heavy Cootie action in the Sicklands on plenty of runs to Control. Never saw a hazard bonus then. Try again.”
“I do not see any post or notice of your increase within the accounting protocols,” Worm says. “This could be because they will not be activated until you return.”
“Or?”
“Or there is no intention of honoring the promised increase,” Worm says.
“That would really punch morale in the face,” Ton says.
“You are fixated on punch in the face metaphors this morning, sir,” Worm states. “I am unsure of the health of that fixation.”
“That’s because you’ve never punched anyone in the face,” Ton says. “When you do, you’ll get it.”
Ton sighs and looks down at Snorts.
“Ready to get back to work, girl? Go kill some Cooties on our way to Control?”
Snorts growls low, her eyes bright with anticipation.
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“That was not three hours,” Blaze grumbles as the lights come on in his quarters. “Gorge? Was that three hours?”
The dog stands and gives a hard shake then stretches. She squats on her haunches, raises a hind leg and begins to clean herself.
“What do you know?” Blaze says, fighting through the fog that is his brain. He gets up and sneers down at Gorge as he walks past. “You get to sleep for most of your life anyway.”
“I have prepared your shake, Sergeant,” Worm says. “You will need to sonic and get dressed right away. Your shift begins in less than an hour.”
Blaze stops mid-step. “Not funny.”
“I agree,” Worm replies.
“Then why did you say it?”
Before Worm can respond several vid screens come up. Blaze turns and finds himself looking at the rest of Zebra squad. By the expressions on their faces, they are not pleased either.
“This isn’t a joke,” Blaze states sadly, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. 
“If so it’s a shitty one,” Hoagie snaps. “I have a massage scheduled later.”
“And I haven’t finished my book,” Milo complains. “What the hell, LT?”
“Not my call, people,” Ton says. “You think I want to hit the Sicklands when I could be having a nice, warm soak?”
“Are we short on squads?” Paulo asks. “I swung by command yesterday and thought I only saw twelve on deck for deployment. That leaves plenty to handle this shit.”
“Our mission is a special case,” Ton says. “Specifically requested by Control.”
“What is the mission?” Milo asks.
“We’re making a run to the dome,” Ton says. “Other than that I have no information. We prep for heavy duty and then hit the transport bay. Further instructions are waiting for us there.”
“Duration?” Paulo asks.
“Your guess, operator,” Ton sighs. “Listen, boys, I’m in the dark here as well. This came down to me from command and it came to them direct from Control. We’ve either impressed the bug docs or we’ve pissed them off.”
“What’s everyone looking at me for?” Blaze asks.
“What did you do, Crouch?” Hoagie grumbles. “Was one of those girls Control? Please tell me you didn’t bang a bug doc and now we have to pay for your lack of sexual prowess.”
“It’s not Sergeant Crouch,” Ton says. “This time. Shit, sonic, and shave then report for preparation procedures. We move out in an hour.”
The images of Blaze’s squad mates blink out one by one until all that is left is the lieutenant.
“I thought you said it wasn’t me,” Blaze says.
“Not officially,” Ton says. “But it is strange that we are called from leave for a special Control op just after you disappear from the system for a day. You sure you don’t want to tell me where you really were?”
Ton’s eyes shift and stare directly at Blaze’s bare chest and the medallion that rests against it.
“Anything to do with your lucky charm there?”
“No, sir,” Blaze replies quickly, making Ton’s eyebrows raise.
“You’re a shit liar, Sergeant,” Ton frowns. “Once we’re out in the Sicklands I think you and I should have another talk. This time I’ll drop the supportive paternal figure act and you’ll drop the stud operator act.”
“No act here, sir,” Blaze says, holding up the medallion. “Just a good luck charm, LT. That’s all.”
“Save it for the latrine,” Ton says. “Because I ain’t gonna eat that pile of shit.”
The screen blinks out, leaving Blaze holding the medallion, his mind whirling with the implications of the surprise mission.
“Any hint I’ve been busted?” Blaze asks.
“No, Sergeant,” Worm replies. “I have no indication that your off tower excursions have been detected. Your secret is safe.”
Despite Worm being an artificial intelligence housed in his own bank of servers, Blaze can tell he is holding something back.
“Spill it, Worm,” Blaze prompts, letting the medallion fall back against his skin. He turns and frowns at the glass of swirled purple and green liquid waiting for him in his small galley. “You have something to say.”
“Perhaps it would be prudent to remove Ms. Cale’s device and leave it behind for this mission,” Worm says.
Blaze thinks on this then slips the medallion up over his head and sets it down on the counter.
“Don’t really need it, do I?” he says. “Not like I can activate it while out on a run.”
“Precisely my thinking, sir,” Worm says.
“And if this is related to my unauthorized leave of the tower then getting caught with it could be a problem,” Blaze continues.
“Yes, sir, very true.”
Blaze downs the drink, strips off his boxers, tosses them and the glass into the incinerator, and activates the sonic. He steps in and lets the simulated feeling of water wash over him while the sonic waves cleanse his skin. His uniform is waiting for him when he steps out.
“Hey, Worm?” Blaze asks, getting dressed. “You’re sure you wiped me from the secfeeds yesterday?”
“I believe I would be offended by that question if I was capable of offense,” Worm says. “Your lack of trust in my abilities is troubling. My main directive is to protect the operators of Zebra squad at all cost. That includes your activities outside the tower, Sergeant.”
“Wasn’t trying to piss you off, man,” Blaze laughs. “Just double checking. Being thorough, ya know?”
“The secfeeds of the incident yesterday have been erased, as well as your TransPod travel,” Worm says. “However, I can do nothing about the possible malfunction of Ms. Cale’s device. That information is stored directly in the mainframe and cannot be accessed by AiSPs. That way if an AiSP somehow malfunctions, its squad will not be left stranded by a data wipe.”
“Yeah, I know,” Blaze sighs as he steps into his boots. “Keep an eye on the brass’ chatter, will ya? I’d appreciate a heads up if you think they are gonna come down on me.”
“Of, course, Sergeant Crouch,” Worm replies. “You still have several minutes before you are required to report for preparation procedure. Would you like me to reserve a treadmill for Canine Unit Gorge?”
The dog gives a quiet huff.
“Sorry, but I want to get down there ASAP and get this shit over with,” Blaze replies. “She can run on the transport once-”
“All CU’s are required to remain strapped into safety harnesses during the duration of the run, sir,” Worm responds.
“And have any operators ever adhered to that rule, Worm?”
“No, Sergeant, but I am required to state the regulation,” Worm replies. “I am well aware that operators will do as they please once out on a run.”
“Damn straight we will.” 
Blaze starts to leave then looks over at the medallion. He walks over, picks it up, and slips it over his head.
“Sergeant Crouch?” Worm starts.
“It’s my good luck charm,” Blaze says. “It’s coming with.”
“Sergeant, good luck is-”
“Shut up, Worm.”
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“FUCK!” Hoagie shouts as he jerks away from the set of robotic arms that hover about him. “You fucking pinched my tricep! Again! Worm? Make them stop that shit!”
“I am sorry, Sergeant,” Worm says. “But the preparation procedure is automated and outside my control. I will send a report to maintenance to schedule recalibration of the arms.”
“Doesn’t help me now, though, does- FUCK!”
“They a little pinchy today?” Blaze asks as he walks into the prep cube next to Milo’s.
“Not for me,” Milo says. “Hoagie just can’t stand still.”
“I do stand still, asshole,” Hoagie snaps. “They still fucking pinch me!”
“Maybe they don’t like you, Hoag,” Paulo smiles as his arms and legs are encased in flexible, form fitting body armor. He winces a little as the armor is sealed. “Or maybe they do need calibration.”
“See,” Hoagie says. “Standing still doesn’t fucking matter.”
“Report has been sent and I offer my apologies, operators,” Worm says.
Blaze holds out his arms and spreads his legs as the dozens of small robotic arms start to go to work. A thin sheen of silicon is sprayed over his uniform then pieces of heavy duty plastic are pressed around his joints. He flexes his knees and elbows then nods and the arms continue. Piece after piece of body armor is carefully applied and sealed in place. The cube flashes with a brilliant light as the armor is statically charged.
“Thank you,” Blaze says, stepping away from the cube. 
He joins his squad mates as they file from the prep room and into the armory next door. A helmet, a large pack, and a short, black baton waits for each operator at various stations in the stark room. Blaze holds out his wrist to one of the stations and the StatShield encompassing the equipment blinks out. He picks up the helmet and places it on his head, waiting for the semi-claustrophobic feeling as it molds perfectly to the contours of his skull.
“Face plate,” he says and there is a shimmer of light across the opening of the helmet. “Tactical test run.” Maps, data streams, targeting protocols, all flash before Blaze’s eyes. “IRIS integration. Targeting.” The targeting protocol moves from in front of his face to the direct vision in his left eye. “Clear. Navigation.” The targeting is replaced by the three dimensional grid of the terrain surrounding Caldicott City.” “Clear. Data.” His personal vital signs, the POV’s and vital signs of his squad mates, the current temperature and weather forecast for the Sicklands, as well as the energy level of the baton he holds, stream across his vision. “Clear.”
Blaze grips the baton and gives it a hard snap to the left and down. It begins to expand and mold around his hand, extending two feet out in front and one foot back, going from a thin cylinder to a heavy duty rifle. Blaze puts the butt of the rifle up against his shoulder and turns to the far wall.
The rest of the squad matches his movements and all fire as part of the wall slides away to reveal a thick patch of rubber. The rubber absorbs the bright blue static charges that fly at it. Satisfied with the results, they snap their hands down and to the right and their rifles shrink into  large pistols. Again, as a squad, they raise the weapons, fire at the wall, and watch as the charges are absorbed. They snap their hands up and left then right and the pistols become larger versions of the original batons, but glow brightly.
“Weapons systems are operating at optimal levels,” Worm states. “You have been cleared to proceed to the transport bay.”
Zebra squad turns on its heels and the wall that had been behind them slides away to reveal the buzz of work in the transport bay. Chief Roark is standing there, her lips pressed into a thin grimace.
“You guys just had to fuck up my day, huh?” she snaps as one by one they walk past her. She slaps a metal patch to each of their right shoulders. “You have Tranny Eighteen today. Treat the girl right and bring her back in one piece, will ya?”
“We’ll do our best,” Milo smiles. “You seen LT?”
“I have seen lots of LTs,” Chief Roark says. “And each one is such a treat to behold.”
“Have you seen our LT?” Milo says. “Lane?”
“He has shown initiative and is already on board Eighteen,” Chief Roark. “So how about you join him and get the fuck out of my hair?”
“Pleasure as always, Chief,” Milo nods.
“Suck a dick, Kailua,” Chief Roark says as she makes four marks on a checklist, swipes her fingers, and watches the list blink out.
Zebra squad work their way around mechanics and repair orbs that flit here and there through the transport bay. They get to Tranny Eighteen and stop, their eyes fixed on the unusual sight before them.
A woman dressed in armor that matches the operators’, but is bright white instead of black, is busy shouting orders to a man and woman loading four long, grey cylinders into the cargo hold of the transport.
“Is she Clean Guard?” Hoagie asks. “Doesn’t look like Clean Guard. She looks like a bug doc in Clean Guard drag.”
The woman sees the squad standing there and nods then goes back to supervising the placement of the cylinders. A checklist appears in her hands as she scans one of the cylinders. Blaze’s eyes go wide as a picture of a woman appears then blinks out.
“What?” Paulo asks. “You see something?”
“Are there people in there?” Blaze asks. “I could have sworn-”
“Zebra squad!” Ton shouts from the transport hatch. “Let’s move!”
They turn their attention to their commanding officer and book it up into the transport. The inside is smooth metal just like every other surface in the tower. There are two seats up front, one on each side of the transport, and one in the rear. Other than that, there isn’t a single detail except for the reflections of the squad off the metal.
“Sir,” Blaze says once all operators are inside and the hatch closes behind him. “The cargo. What is it?”
“Not our concern, Sergeant,” Ton replies. “What is our concern is making sure Dr. DeBeers arrives at Control safe and sound.”
“Why no Clean Guard, LT?” Hoagie asks. “Bug docs never travel outside Control without Clean Guards.”
“How’d she get here without them?” Paulo asks. “I didn’t even think bug docs could leave Control without their escorts.”
“You keep asking questions and I’ll keep not having answers,” Ton replies. “The mission is to deliver Dr. DeBeers and her cargo to Control. Yes, this should be accomplished by Clean Guard, but since they are not present, the task has been handed to us. We have the most runs between CC and Control which is why our leave was cut short. That’s all I know.”
He focuses his eyes on Blaze.
“Whatever you thought you saw, forget it,” Ton warns. “It’s a distraction and we can’t afford distractions. Take your stations and I’ll show you why.”
Milo and Ton move up front, with Milo taking the left seat and Ton taking the right. Paulo sits in the seat against the right wall and Hoagie sits in the one by the left wall. Blaze grabs the seat in the rear. The dogs all settle on the floor next to their operators, ignoring the safety harnesses that slide up next to them. Vid screens come alive in front of each operator and they find themselves looking at a sat image of the Sicklands.
“This is twenty-five clicks from the wall,” Ton says, swiping his hand across the image in front of him. The views zoom in on all screens. “As you can see, the satellites have picked up a large group of Cooties massing along our route.”
“We need an alternate?” Milo asks. “Or will we engage?”
“I would rather not do either,” Ton says. “But the doctor is on a time schedule and we can’t afford to go around.”
“Engaging could cost us more time, sir,” Paulo says. “That’s a lot of Cooties.”
“Estimates show the number to be close to sixty-five,” Worm states.
“Sixty-five?” Hoagie asks. “You sure, Worm? I haven’t seen that many Cooties in one place in a long time.”
“Like I said, Sergeant Menendez,” Worm responds. “It is an estimate. The Sicklands inhabitants do not posses PSCs like regular citizens of the Clean Nation cities. There is no way to take an accurate census. I stand by my estimate of sixty-five, with a margin of error of five to seven.”
“So there could be over seventy of them,” Blaze says. “Weapons?”
“Satellites do not detect the presence of any static weapons, but the group could be wielding primitives such as spears, axes, knives, bats, lengths of pipe, or even possibly large rocks.”
“Not large rocks,” Paulo laughs. “Anything but large rocks.”
“I can assure you the transport will hold up to any of those weapons listed,” Worm says. “You will not need to fear the large rocks, Sergeant.”
“Good to know. I was so worried,” Paulo grins. “Explosives?”
“No sign of any explosive or incendiary devices,” Worm says. “But they can be cloaked easily from satellite detection. The transport’s sensors will be able to pick up signatures as we get closer.”
“I’m calibrating for it now,” Blaze says from the rear seat, a stream of diagnostic information rushing past on his screen. “I’ve got us dialed in for everything from methane balloons to diesel cocktails.”
“Diesel,” Hoagie snorts. “Fucking savages.”
“They scavenge what they can,” Paulo shrugs. “You would too if you lived like they do.”
“Can’t call that living,” Hoagie replies. “More like waiting to die.”
“They’re people, man,” Paulo states. “Just like you and me.”
“Do not sympathize with the Cooties,” Ton orders. “They are not people like us. They are bloodthirsty carriers of disease. If they could, they’d turn the Clean Nation cities into just more piles of rubble for the Sicklands. They are the enemy and they will be dealt with accordingly. Understood?”
“Sir, I wasn’t sympa-”
“Understood, Sergeant?” Ton snaps.
“Yes, sir,” Paulo nods. “Of course, sir.”
 “Good,” Ton says. “Now I want each of you to study the route. Lock that shit in your brains. We have made this run plenty of times, but each mission is different. Do not rely on what you know, only what you see. Once we are a click off from the group, we will reassess the situation. If we can push through then we will. If not then I will entertain alternatives.”
“Yes, sir,” they all reply.
“I do not believe alternatives will be acceptable,” a voice says as the wall in front of Blaze shimmers and becomes transparent, leaving only his vid screen in place. “Your mission is to take the most direct route and return me and my cargo to Control in the least amount of time possible.”
“Zebra squad, this is Doctor Mona DeBeers,” Ton says. “She is our mission. We will protect her at all costs.”
“And my cargo,” Dr. DeBeers adds. “My cargo will be protected as if it is an extension of my person.”
The operators look at the cylinders that are secured behind the doctor in the cargo hold. The woman, older with salt and pepper hair cut into a short bob, is seated in a chair similar to the ones the operators occupy, but hers is equipped with several more layers of restraints and padding. She looks comfortable enough, yet Blaze can tell she does not like wearing the body armor that protects her.
“We’re not being asked to die for a set of tubes, are we, LT?” Hoagie asks.
“You are being asked to complete your mission without question, operator,” Dr. DeBeers says. “And your mission is to safely deliver me and my cargo to Control. If you die completing your mission then that will be unfortunate, but it will also mean you have done your duty for the Clean Nation. Do you have an issue with doing your duty for the Clean Nation, Sergeant…?”
“Menendez,” Hoagie replies. “GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Hogarth Menendez, ma’am.”
“Doctor,” she replies.
“I’m sorry?” Hoagie asks.
“I haven’t spent my life searching for cures to the Strains to be called ma’am,” Dr. DeBeers says. “You can refer to me as doctor or Dr. DeBeers.”
“Yes, ma’- doctor,” Hoagie replies. “My apologies.”
“I can understand the confusion, Sergeant Menendez,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I believe this is the first time you have transported anything other than inert cargo to Control. The Clean Guard usually handles all transportation of personnel to and from Control, but I have had to move my time schedule up so they were not prepared to return me. They will remain behind with two other doctors that are visiting the GenSOF tower.”
She smiles, but none of the operators feels any warmth from it.
“And to be perfectly clear, the Clean Guard does not question the fact that their lives are there for the protection of all Control personnel. I expect you not to question it either.”
“Of course not, Dr. DeBeers,” Ton says. “Thank you for understanding the special circumstances. Now, if my squad doesn’t mind, I’d like to get this run underway. The sooner we are gone the sooner we can return.”
“By all means, continue your protocols,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I have work of my own to do while we travel.” Her focus shifts to the air directly in front of her, and although none of the operators can see it, it is obvious she is studying a vid screen from her point of view.
“Stations, sound off,” Ton orders.
“Port side sensors and weapons check,” Hoagie states.
“Starboard side sensors and weapons check,” Paulo states.
“Aft sensors and weapons check,” Blaze states.
“Fore sensors and weapons check,” Ton states. “Sergeant Kailua?”
“Driver operations check,” Milo states as he places his hands inside two metal ports that extend from the wall in front of him. “Activating windshield view screen.” The wall in front of Milo and Ton becomes clear, showing a view of the bay before them. “Worm? Take us out of the bay and into the tunnel for sensor check, please.”
“Yes, Sergeant Kailua,” Worm says. The transport vibrates slightly, but other than the view before them, there is no indication of movement.
“Stabilizers in place,” Milo states as the transport rolls towards one of the bay doors, mechanics and techs moving from its path. “Open bay door in three, two, one.”
A massive bay door slides up and the transport eases through the opening with only inches on each side to spare. The windshield view goes black as the transport is plunged into darkness.
“Black vision,” Milo says and the view becomes a mix of green and grey shadows. “Check. Zebra squad?”
Each operator watches the screens in front of them, making sure they match the spectrum being shown on the fore screen.
“Check,” they all say.
The transport rolls on and there is a quiet ping.
“Switch to thermal,” Milo says. The view is dark blue that is almost black, then bright red and orange strips start to appear along the tunnel walls. “Check. Zebra squad?”
“Check.”
A minute goes by and another ping sounds.
“Go to echolocation,” Milo says. The image becomes a pulsing and fading representation of the tunnel. “Check. Zebra squad?”
“Check.”
“Return to normal vision,” Milo says and the screens all return to the literal darkness of the tunnel.
“Approaching tunnel lock,” Worm states. “Would you like me to continue piloting the transport or would you prefer I relinquish control to you, Sergeant Kailua?”
“I’ll take the wheel now, Worm,” Milo says. “And yes, I know there isn’t an actual wheel.”
The transfer of control is unnoticeable as Milo begins to drive the transport himself. 
A red X glows to life before them and Milo eases the transport to a halt. The sound of machinery echoes through the tunnel and can be heard even through the triple hulled transport. 
Blaze watches as a wall lifts behind them, a matching red X emblazoned upon the surface, sealing them off from the tunnel. He waits patiently until the X turns green.
“Rear lock in place, Sergeant,” Blaze reports.
The X in front turns green and Milo waits as the wall slides down, revealing nothing but a concrete ground that stretches from the lock to the shimmering blue of the city StatShield beyond.
“Zebra squad, am I clear for departure?” Milo asks.
“Port sensors clear of hostiles,” Hoagie states.
“Starboard sensors clear of hostiles,” Paulo states.
“Aft sensors clear of hostiles, lock wall in place and still in the green,” Blaze states.
“Take us out, Sergeant,” Ton orders. “May we all return in good health. Hooyah.”
“Hooyah,” the squad replies.
Ton focuses all of his attention on the view screen, his eyes watching for any hint of a surprise. Not that anything could hide in the flat expanse of concrete, but he is trained to never assume.
Blaze keeps his eyes on his screen, marveling at the one hundred story wall that looms over them as they drive slowly away from Caldicott City. He’s always wondered why there is any worry about the Cooties breaching such an impenetrable obstacle. The people that survive in the Sicklands can barely feed themselves and keep from being blown away by grit storms, let alone find a way to scale a hundred stories of alloy steel, concrete and iron.
“Thirty seconds until we breach the city StatShield,” Milo announces. “Worm? How is our resistor level?”
“Resistor level is within norms, Sergeant Kailua,” Worm replies. “You may continue without risk.”
The transport rolls on at a steady ten clicks per hour, the shimmering light of the StatShield growing closer and closer until it fills the view screen. As they pierce the shield, each operator double checks their sensor readings, making sure there is no static damage to the hull of the transport.
“Readings in the clear,” Worm announces once the transport is on the other side. “AiSP protocol in place. I am now downloaded into the transport’s system in case of loss of satellite signal.”
“Does that happen often, Lieutenant Lane?” Dr. DeBeers asks from the hold. Her eyes turn to Blaze instead of Ton. “A loss of satellite signal?”
“Not often, doctor,” Ton responds. “But Sergeant Crouch would be the one to speak to about exact frequency since he is our uplink specialist.”
“Oh, I am sure he is,” Dr. DeBeers says.
“No disrespect, doctor, but that conversation will have to wait,” Ton says. “I need my squad to stay focused.” He looks over at Milo. “Punch it.”
“Gladly,” Milo smiles as the transport accelerates quickly form ten clicks per hour to twenty, thirty, and finally forty clicks per hour.
Even with the increase in speed, there is barely any noticeable movement within the transport. The operators settle into a routine of watching the sensors, making sure weapons are ready, and listening to data updates from Worm. 
Several clicks go by before Blaze realizes the doctor is still watching him. He nods and gives her a smile then tries to go back to his duties, but her constant gaze is disconcerting and he’s glad when Milo speaks up.
“Smooth ground will end in one click,” Milo states. “Zebra squad, please prepare for our descent into Hell.”
“Hooyah,” they reply.
Dr. DeBeers just continues to stare at Blaze.
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While not a literal landscape of flames and boiling pits of hellfire, the terrain before the transport is as close to damnation as any of Zebra squad want to get.
Pocked with craters and scorched clear, the Sicklands is a true wasteland inhospitable to any form of life. Ash piles up against desolate hillsides, wet with the acid rain that falls in unpredictable bursts across the land. A never ending powerful wind gusts from north to south, reversing direction without warning or reason. A mist of gaseous sulfur dioxide clings close to the ground in spots, seemingly unaffected by the wind, but in actuality, it is just so thick that it’s hard to see the effects the gusts have.
“We are ten clicks from the group of Sickland residents,” Worm states.
“Just call them Cooties, Worm,” Paulo says. “Calling them residents makes them sound like they’re all living in some university dorm.”
“Hey there, what’s your major?” Hoagie chuckles. “Mine’s death and disease with a minor in contagion.”
“The plight of the Sicklands is unfortunate, operators,” Dr. DeBeers says, “and not one to be taken lightly.”
“There by the grace of God go I,” Ton says. “We are aware of that every step of the way, doctor. However, levity helps relieve stress, so I don’t discourage joking amongst my operators.”
“Many studies have shown-” Worm begins.
“I am versed on all of the studies, AiSP Zebra,” Dr. DeBeers says, using Worm’s formal name. “Please do not interrupt when humans are conversing.”
“Unless I am performing my duties as Zebra squad AiSP, of course,” Worm responds.
“Of course,” Dr. DeBeers says, her voice ice.
Blaze starts to smile, but bails on that plan as the doctor’s cold gaze shifts back to him. He can’t figure out why, but it’s as if she is looking right into him. If it wasn’t for the fact that her eyes were clear, he would have thought she was performing scans and studying the results on her IRIS. Nodding politely, he glances at the cylinders behind her then goes back to watching his screen.
“Maybe those of us at Control have learned to handle stress in a more mature manor,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Since we deal with the true reality of the Strains day in and day out.”
She senses the responses each member of Zebra squad wants to voice and smiles at their discipline of silence.
“I know, as GenSOF operators, you have witnessed many horrors,” she continues. “But you will have to believe me when I say those horrors are only a shade of what could be. It may be hard to imagine, but humanity has gotten off easy. The fact that anyone can survive in the Sicklands is proof of that.”
“I am unsure of your definition of easy, Dr. DeBeers,” Worm interrupts. “The life of a Sicklands’ resident is short and wrought with pain and suffering. By all estimates, a resident of the Sicklands does not live much past their twenty-fifth birthday, and those last few years are generally considered to be agony to humans. A clarification of your use of the word ‘easy’ would be appreciated.”
“Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers snaps. “Your AiSP has ignored a direct order to remain silent except when performing its duties. Can you please rectify this by enabling Protocol 75?”
“Emergency response only?” Ton asks. “That is a bit extreme, don’t you think?”
“I must interject and defend my actions,” Worm says. “Your request was that I not interrupt when humans are conversing unless it is within the performance of my duties. My duties do include making sure the squad is not mislead by incorrect data. I was simply asking for clarification of your use of the word ‘easy’, as I stated in my previous request. If you would like for me not to speak at all, you need but ask. Implementation of Protocol 75 is unnecessary.”
“Then I formally request you remain silent and kindly not respond, reply, or interject anything to the conversation,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Unless it relates to the mission specifically.”
“Ouch,” Hoagie whispers.
“Are you injured, Sergeant?” Worm asks.
“No, Worm, all good,” Hoagie replies.
“Then I shall submit to Dr. DeBeers’s formal request and remain silent,” Worm states. “It was a pleasure conversing with you, Dr. DeBeers. I hope you do not mind that I will be listening to any other insights you have?”
Dr. DeBeers eyes narrow to slits and Blaze can see her hands shaking. It’s obvious she is a woman that is not used to being questioned by anyone, let alone an AiSP.
“You may listen, AiSP,” Dr. DeBeers replies.
“Silently, of course,” Worm adds.
“Of course,” Dr. DeBeers says then takes a deep breath. She is about to speak when a small alarm rings through the transport.
“Movement, sir,” Paulo says. “I am seeing several heat signatures on our two o’clock.”
“Got them,” Ton replies, as his side of the windshield view screen changes and magnifies the area. “I count six.”
“Same here, sir,” Paulo responds. “No weapons that I can see. Could just be a family of Cooties.”
“This close to that large group?” Ton asks. “I doubt it. I’m guessing a recon.”
“Then that means they are expecting us,” Hoagie says.
“They would have to be fools not to,” Ton says. “A group that size is going to arouse suspicion, even if it’s within the Sicklands. We keep eyes sharp and proceed with caution.”
“Only way I know how,” Milo says and the squad laughs.
“I’m assuming that was said with irony, Sergeant?” Dr. DeBeers asks.
“Doctor, I am now going to have to formally request you remain silent until we are through the next few clicks,” Ton says, glancing over his shoulder at her. “I need my operators’ full attention.”
“My apologies,” Dr. DeBeers says, her voice not in the least apologetic. “My life is in your hands.”
“Thank you,” Ton nods then directs his attention to his view screen. “Looks like they’ve stopped and are staying fifty yards from our direct route. Worm, what terrain are they in?”
“The topography is one of small hills and shallow valleys, Lieutenant,” Worm responds. “Their position would put them at the summit of one of the hills. It is a place perfectly suited for observation and a clear line of sight of our movement in the next two minutes. Once we pass, they will not be able to see us for half a click until we come around a bend in the route and are visible again.”
“So what’s in that bend?” Ton asks.
“Ambush?” Milo asks.
“They have to know we’ve spotted them,” Ton says, “which has me thinking they are nothing more than a distraction meant to keep us from paying attention to the real danger.”
“Satellite imaging shows the route is clear all the way to Control,” Worm says. “I cannot find any obstructions. The original group is no longer visible.”
“Where’d it go?” Ton asks. “Scan the time logs.”
“I have, Lieutenant,” Worm responds. “The group was there exactly five minutes ago and now is not.”
“Are you catching any heat signatures at all?” Paulo asks. “They can’t just disappear.”
“I am not,” Worm says. “Interesting.”
“What do you have, Worm?” Ton asks.
“The temperature reading of the route itself for the next three clicks is uniform,” Worm replies. “That is most peculiar since even the terrain should have slight differences in thermo readings.”
“Are the Cooties fucking cloaking the route?” Milo asks, slowing the transport down to 30cph. “I know they’ve figured out how to cloak their hides, but three clicks of a route? That’s never been done before.”
“Yeah, it has,” Ton says. “Take us closer, but stop before we hit the area.”
“Proceed for another five hundred yards, Sergeant Kailua,” Worm says. “You can slow to 20cph now. Good. 10cph. Now, please come to a full stop. This is the last spot on the route with normal readings.”
“Real eyes,” Ton says. All information and variations in the view screens throughout the transport disappear and it is as if the squad is looking through plastiglass windows. “What do you see?”
“Nothing,” Blaze says. “Clear back here.”
“Nothing,” Paulo echoes.
“Same here,” Hoagie adds.
 “Milo?” Ton asks. “You notice anything except for rock and dirt?”
Milo focuses on the image before him. The route ahead looks like the rest of the Sicklands with plenty of craters, mist, and ash. He’s about to agree with the rest of the squad when he notices a slight flicker to the image in the bottom left corner of his view screen.
“I think we need boots on the ground to really know,” Milo says.
As soon as he says the words, “boots on the ground” all five dogs perk up and get to their feet.
“What do you see?” Ton asks.
“Worm?” Milo asks. “Go through view screen diagnostics, please.”
“That’ll leave us blind, Sergeant,” Ton says. “Not liking that.”
“Trust me, LT,” Milo responds. “The three seconds we are down will be worth it.”
“Lieutenant?” Worm asks. “Is the order to perform view screen diagnostics?”
“I guess so,” Ton says, looking over at Milo. “Go ahead, Worm.”
The transport view screens instantly disappear and the squad is left staring at blank metal walls.
“Anyone want to play I-spy?” Paulo asks. “I spy with my little eye a whole shit ton of nothing.”
“Is it the shit ton of nothing in front of me?” Blaze asks, grateful that he is looking at metal instead of the intensity of Dr. DeBeers’s gaze. Then the diagnostics are over and the cargo hold wall returns to its artificial transparency, but the doctor is not looking at Blaze, instead she’s staring straight ahead at the fore view screen, her eyes wide with surprise.
“Guns hot!” Ton shouts as he watches a mass of people run towards the transport. “We have company!”
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The apocalypse, any apocalypse, seems to have a uniform. Rags.
That is what the men and women are wearing as they rush the transport. Dozens and dozens of rag wearing, scab covered, flesh rotted, snot dripping, survivors of the world post-antibiotics.
Cooties.
A sad and simple name that the Clean Nation cities call those that have been left to fend for themselves in a landscape that would make Dante crap his robes. Afflicted by multiple diseases, the men and women clutch weapons of various design; cobbled together from anything that could be remotely lethal.
They charge.
“I have a lock on the front wave,” Ton says. “Stun burst first. If they don’t back off then we get serious.”
“More coming port side,” Hoagie says.
“Same with starboard,” Paulo says.
“I could speed through them,” Milo suggests. “Run the fuckers down. It’ll mean an extra washing of the undercarriage, but what the hell, right?”
“We subdue and negotiate first,” Ton says. “That’s the regulation. We go lethal only as a last resort.” The squad laughs.
The sound of rocks pelting the transport can barely be heard and Blaze turns his attention back to his vid screen.
“We have a group coming up from the rear,” Blaze says. “Less than twenty it looks like. But…”
 He zooms in on the image, frowning at something that several of them struggle to carry.
“What the hell is that?” he mutters. “Worm? I need that weapon identified.”
The transport is silent.
“Worm? I need that info now!”
Still silent.
The operators turn and look at each other, worry clouding their features.
“AiSP Zebra, please respond,” Ton orders. “Worm? We need your annoying ass active, right now!”
The transport’s lights flickers slightly.
“My apologies, Lieutenant,” Worm says. “There was a server malfunction when the view screen diagnostics completed. I was able to fix the issue, but the glitch looped to other systems. The transport should be 100% operational now, though. Again, my apologies.”
“You can say sorry later,” Blaze snaps. “I need to know what that is they are setting up.”
The people on the view screen have stopped and are scrambling to stabilize a large tripod while a new group came up behind them with a large case in hand.
“That, Sergeant, is known as a Spike anti-tank guided missile system,” Worm says. “A relic of military weaponry pre-Unseen Wars. If they are able to launch that at the transport then we will be destroyed. Unless the missile is no longer operational.”
“Not taking that chance,” Milo says as he engages the transport drive and speeds towards the oncoming mob of Cooties. “We need some distance between us and that thing.”
“Son of a bitch,” Ton swears as he begins firing on the mob. “Where the fuck did the Cooties get a fucking missile system?”
Bright flashes of light illuminate the dreary landscape and row after row of the diseased people drop, their bodies flailing about for a few seconds before becoming still. The transport bears down on them and the squad barely feels the thumps and bumps as reinforced rubber and steel meet flesh.
“I do not trust the security of our route,” Worm replies. “I believe that the area has been compromised by technology we were not aware of.”
“Ya think?” Hoagie asks. “What clued you in to that? The million of crazy Cooties that didn’t show up on sensors perhaps?”
“The number of hostiles doesn’t come close to a million, Sergeant Menendez,” Worm responds. “It is closer to one hundred and fifty, by my calculations. What I was stating is that the forward route is giving off random signals. There is technology ahead of us where there shouldn’t be.”
“That explains why we didn’t see these fucks until it was too late,” Paulo says. “And why the satellites thought the mob was still a ways off.”
“Tech that can trick the sats?” Ton asks. “And mess with our vid screens so we have to run diagnostics? Cooties don’t have those skills.”
“Apparently they do, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “The facts are plainly in front of you.” She holds up her hands as she receives a withering stare from Ton. “I’ll stay quiet.”
The transport slams into more and more hostiles as they refuse to get out of the vehicle’s way. Chunks of wood, rocks, steel bars, bang against the transport’s hull, doing nothing more than scratch the surface. The vehicle is designed to take several explosive impacts without failing, so weapons that are less than a step up from caveman tech don’t have much effect.
“I think their targeting system is up,” Blaze says.
“You think?” Ton shouts as he moves from the stun strategy to lethal force. The attackers begin to scream as they are vaporized by static bursts that cook them where they stand. “Give me answers, Sergeant!”
Blaze tries to make sense of the readings on his screen, but the sensors cannot lock onto the missile system with any accuracy. As soon as he gets one reading the data changes and he is forced to ignore the information. His screen flickers a couple of times and then goes blank.
“Fuck!” Blaze shouts. “I don’t know what they are using, but it is messing with everything!”
“I have perfect visual,” Milo says. “Whatever is screwing with you must be directed back there.”
“Worm? What could do this?” Blaze asks, trying to reboot his station. “Worm?”
“I…can…what you will…data…fire…” Worm’s voice stutters and stumbles, interrupted by long spaces of white noise.
“Worm?” Blaze shouts. “Shit! Lieutenant, I have nothing back here.”
“Switching starboard view,” Paulo says. “I have a lock on their location. Ready to fire counter- What the fuck?”
His station glitches as well and the wall goes blank.
“I’m going down,” Hoagie yells. “Can’t keep my station stable.”
“I’m flickering in and out,” Milo states. “But we’re still rolling. LT?”
“I have visuals still also. Unloading ordinance,” Ton announces. “Going to scorch protocol.”
“You will be killing so many,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Such a shame.”
Blaze looks at her, almost as worried by the look of peaceful resignation on her face as by the breakdown of the transport’s systems. She locks eyes with him and smiles.
“Proto….evac…known stability…suits,” Worm’s voice falters. “Recommend…hostiles…foot.”
“Jesus,” Hoagie says. “Is Worm suggesting we ditch the transport and go out in that shit?”
“Caldicott City command, this is Transport Eighteen requesting assistance,” Ton says. “Caldicott City command, please come in. This is GenSOF Zebra squad reporting. We are under attack by hostiles and expect artillery engagement shortly. Do you read me, Caldicott City command?”
There is no response, not even the crackling of white noise or interference. The com to CC command is dead.
“Try Control,” Dr. DeBeers suggests. “Our systems are considerably more robust so that we can communicate with all Clean Nation cities without worry.”
“We use the same sats,” Ton says. “There shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Then I’ll try,” Dr. DeBeers says, bringing up her vid screen again. “If you’ll grant me access to the com system.”
“Granted, doctor,” Ton says. He watches the people in front of the transport burst apart as he fires static charge after static charge into the still thick mob. “Do what you can.”
“Control, this is Doctor Mona DeBeers,” she says as she swipes her hand across her screen. “Control, please come in. This is Doctor Mona DeBeers aboard the GenSOF Transport number Eighteen. We are under attack by Sicklands hostiles and need immediate assistance. Control, do you read me?”
A piercing shriek fills everyone’s ears and a far off voice can barely be heard.
“Dr. DeBeers, we read you,” the voice replies. “Can you give us your location?”
“Lieutenant?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Our coordinates?”
“Ten clicks from route marker ninety-four,” Ton says. “I have activated the emergency beacon, but I don’t know if it is operational or not. We’re working blind here.”
“Not me,” Milo says as he swerves to avoid a large boulder that has been shoved in their path. “I’ve still got the pedal to the metal.”
If the windshield Milo looks out of were physical glass instead of a digital representation, he would be blinded by gore and blood as the transport mows down the hostiles. But the screen system removes that part of the visual, leaving his view unobstructed by the constant barrage of offal and fluids.
“Beacon has been detected,” the voice says. “Do you need extraction, Dr. DeBeers?”
“Do we, Lieutenant?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “I can have the Clean Guard come to our aid.”
“Milo?” Ton asks. “Can you get us through?”
“If it all holds together, I can,” Milo says. The Transport shudders, causing Milo to wince and frown. “Ugh. We shouldn’t have felt that.”
“They have more than large rocks,” Paulo says. “I don’t know where these fucks got it, but we are dealing with military tech here.”
“Missile launchers, jamming tech, what else do they have?” Hoagie asks.
“Who cares?” Blaze says, standing up from his station and grabbing his pack. “But we should be suited fully in case that missile actually launches.”
He taps his wrist and his helmet’s face screen turns to a full shield, sealing his head completely. He snaps and nods and Gorge is at his side, alert and ready.
Hoagie and Paulo follow suit, as does Ton. The dogs each give a quiet bark then line up by the side hatch, ready to move out when ordered.
“Don’t give up on me yet,” Milo says. “I can see the end of it all. Look.”
Their attention is pulled to the windshield view screen and they see the mob thinning, thinning, then they are through.
“Bam!” Milo shouts, grinning from ear to ear. “That was a whole lot of panic for absolutely no-”
His words are drowned out by the sound of a massive explosion. The aft end of the transport is lifted high into the air. Blaze sees the look of shock on Dr. DeBeers’s face just before the cargo wall goes solid again. Everything is plunged into darkness as Zebra squad find themselves suddenly upside down, the missile impact flipping the transport end over end.
The shouts of the men, a dog’s yelp, and then silence.
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Even with the filtering that Blaze’s suit provides, the smell of charred metal and burnt hair is strong.
“Worm?” he croaks, his throat raw. “Worm? You back?”
No answer.
“Zebra, report,” Ton’s voice calls, shaky and filled with pain. “Operators? Let me know you’re breathing.”
“Alive,” Blaze says as he opens his eyes to an upside down world of chaos. Emergency systems must have not gone offline because Blaze finds himself strapped safely to his chair. He has no idea how he got back in it since the last memory he has is of standing up and prepping to evacuate the transport if needed. He’s even more troubled by the fact he’s upside down.
“Yep,” Hoagie says from his chair. “Still breathing.”
“All fingers and toes,” Paulo says. “Milo?”
“Just a bruised ego,” Milo says. “I should have been able to get us away.”
“How the hell did we get strapped back in?” Hoagie asks. 
“…able to…suits…safety…,” Worm’s voice replies, scattered and distant in their ears. “…canines…well…”
Blaze is able to wiggle free of his straps and falls to the ceiling of the transport. He stands on shaky legs and looks up; glad Gorge is safely secured next to his seat.
“Thanks, Worm,” Blaze says as he reaches up and frees his dog.
The other operators follow his lead and drop to the ceiling of the transport. After some checking to make sure no one is seriously injured, the squad moves to the side hatch, bruised, battered, but functional.
“Plan?” Milo asks, snapping his baton into its rifle form. He presses the butt to his shoulder and glances at Ton. “LT?”
“Shhh,” Ton warns. “Listen.”
Their attention turns to a muted thudding. The operators frown and rifles are formed and shouldered. All five dogs tense, their dense muscles ready for violence, as their hackles rise and they bare their teeth.
The thudding stops and the squad waits. Nothing.
Then a faint tapping is heard and Blaze turns to the aft end of the transport.
“Cargo hold,” Blaze whispers. “The doctor is still alive.”
The tapping continues, grows slower and fainter, then stops and Ton shakes his head.
“Maybe not anymore,” he says, looking about the transport. “Take the fight outside?”
“I’m game,” Milo says.
“Same here,” Hoagie replies.
Paulo gives a thumbs up and Blaze nods.
“Worm? Can you open the hatch?” Ton asks, but there is no response. 
He nods to Hoagie and the man moves forward, rifle switching into a pistol as he grabs onto the hatch’s emergency release handle. Ton holds up three fingers then folds them one by one until there are none left and Hoagie pops the hatch.
The metal door flies open and the operators rush out into the Sicklands, rifles at the ready. They each turn in a different direction, surveying the area as fast as possible. There isn’t time to take in too much information before they are set upon by hostiles.
Five come at Blaze and he drops three with his rifle, frying holes into their chests before he has to duck under the swipe of an axe. He jams the butt of his rifle into the belly of one of the attackers then brings it up hard, snapping the man’s jaw in half, nearly ripping it from his face. 
The other attacker, a skinny woman missing her entire nose and most of her left cheek, raises a piece of burning wood over her head, but she’s taken down by an angry mass of fur and muscle. Gorge rips into the woman’s throat, shaking her head back and forth, sawing the flesh until her teeth hit bone. With a loud crunch, Gorge snaps the woman’s neck.
“Good dog,” Blaze says as he rolls to his left and comes up on one knee, his rifle barking static into a dozen attackers.
Flesh sizzles and they cry out in pain as half drop to the ash coated ground. Blaze fires again and again, taking them out one by one until all that is left standing is a man that manages to get within three feet of Blaze, a sharpened spear of rebar clutched in his hands. He eyes Blaze then looks down at the smoking hole in his midsection. Blaze fires once more, obliterating the man’s head.
Gorge barks and Blaze turns in time to see the rock coming at him. He tries to duck, but it catches his shoulder, spinning him about. Gorge growls and snarls, launching herself at the woman that threw the rock. There are many screams as rags are torn apart so the bug hound can get to the unprotected flesh underneath. Blaze rights himself and runs towards the rolling heap of rotten cloth and dog hair.
“Gorge off!” Blaze yells and the dog instantly responds, pulling back from the woman.
 A point blank shot to the chest and the life is burned from her body.
“Good dog,” Blaze says again.
Barks, snarls, blasts, shouts, echo off boulders and the rocky hillside the squad finds themselves up against. Moving closer to his squad, Blaze drops seven more hostiles, making sure each blast is a kill shot.
“You good?” Ton asks as he moves to Blaze’s side.
“Solid, sir,” Blaze replies. “You?”
“All good,” Ton says. “Couldn’t be better.”
“Good here,” Hoagie shouts as his rifle becomes a sparking baton and connects with a man’s skull. Bone cracks and there’s a hiss as fluids vaporize against the static of the baton. Hoagie pulls back and moves in close to Blaze and Ton. “Where’s Paulo?”
“There,” Milo says, a few feet from the others, his rifle pointing to a man and dog pressed up against the hillside, forced to fight off eight attackers.
The operators whistle simultaneously and four dogs sprint forward, leaping in the air when they are still several feet away. Paws slam into the backs of four attackers and there are loud grunts and cries of surprise as teeth sink into necks and shoulders.
Blaze, Ton, Milo and Hoagie are right behind their bug hounds, clutching batons which they bring down onto the skulls of the other four hostiles. The one in front of Milo spins about and jams a blade into the sergeant’s gut before the Cootie falls to his knees, blood pouring from his scalp.
“Fuck,” Milo gasps as he looks down at the handle protruding from his belly. “Mother fucker.”
“Hold still,” Blaze says, catching Milo before the man falls to the ground. “I got this.”
Blaze yanks the blade free then jams his baton into the wound. Milo screams as the torn flesh is cauterized, but he doesn’t lose consciousness. His PSC pumps his body with pain killing endorphins as an automatic response to the trauma while Blaze drags him over against the transport’s hull.
“Don’t move,” Blaze winks.
“Fuck you,” Milo gasps, one hand to his gut, the other shifting his baton back to a pistol.
Tequila plants himself in front of Milo, the dog’s hair standing on end, his legs braced and taught.
A scream from the end of the transport draws Blaze’s attention and he tries to move that way, but is blocked by a pair of hostiles. Gorge goes for the legs of one man while Blaze swings his baton at the other. The first man hits the ground and his throat is ripped out before he can even scream. The second man dodges Blaze’s attack and lunges with a rusty hunk of metal that’s strapped to the back of his hand. Blaze wraps his arms about the man and throws him to the ground, ignoring the pain in his left bicep.
Dropping fast, Blaze jams his knee into the man’s throat and twists, crushing his windpipe. As the man lies there, desperately trying to suck in air, Blaze checks the gash on his arm. It’s minor and his suit automatically closes over it as StatFoam fills and cleans the wound.
Another scream gets Blaze moving and he hustles to the end of the transport where Dr. DeBeers is being dragged off by two women. Afraid of hitting the doctor, Blaze holsters his baton and sprints at the women, Gorge on his heels. He tackles the woman on the right and slams her head into the rocky ground, shattering the woman’s skull. He rolls off and comes up fast, but Gorge has already separated the other woman from Dr. DeBeers and is backing her towards a large granite outcropping.
“Fucking Cleans,” the woman spits as she kicks at Gorge. “Think you good. Not good.” 
Gorge snarls and lunges, but the woman tucks her body and dives into the attack, knocking the bug hound back. She scrambles to her feet and backs away slowly, her eyes going from Blaze and then to Dr. DeBeers.
“Bitch,” the woman snaps. “Control enemy-”
But her words stop there as half of her head is vaporized in a cloud of blue sparks and red blood. The woman staggers a couple more steps then collapses in a heap.
“What the hell?” Blaze says as he sees the pistol in Dr. DeBeers’s hand. “Where did you get that?”
“It was on the ground,” Dr. DeBeers says, staring from the pistol to the corpse. “I just picked it up and fired.”
“I’ll take it,” Blaze says as he holds out his hand.
A loud banging comes from the cargo hold of the transport and Blaze looks over as the cylinders tumble from the back. He glances at Dr. DeBeers and takes a step back, almost certain the woman is going to shoot him with the pistol. But she holds it out to him instead, her hand shaking uncontrollably.
“Are you injured?” Blaze asks the doctor as he kneels next to her. Gorge, having finished off the first woman, pads up next to them, her ears turning in all directions as her eyes watch for the next attack. “You going to be alright?”
“I’m…just shaken,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Where is everyone else?”
There are a few last screams and shouts then the area grows quiet.
“I think they are mopping things up,” Blaze says. “Zebra squad?”
“Clear here, Sergeant,” Ton shouts from around the transport.
“See?” Blaze smiles, standing and holding out his hand. “Let’s get you up and moving. We can’t stay here.”
Dr. DeBeers looks at Blaze’s hand and shakes her head. “My StatShield is down,” she says. “I’m not protected against your bacterial load. You could contaminate me if I touch you.”
Blaze looks at her, puzzled. Then bursts out laughing. He quickly gets himself under control as he sees the look of pure anger on Dr. DeBeers’s face.
“Sorry, sorry,” he says. “But you are way past contaminated, doc.” He points at the two women’s corpses a few feet away. “I don’t think they are exactly sterile. Not that any of it matters if we don’t get moving. We stay here and more will come. We have to hike it towards Control and hope your Clean Guard meets up with us.”
“They will,” Dr. DeBeers says. “But we aren’t leaving the transport.”
“We what?” Blaze asks. 
He whirls around as the sound of gravel shifting catches his ear. Pulling his baton, he snaps it into a pistol and fires, dropping the man that was running at them down the steep hillside. The body continues forward and tumbles up to Blaze’s feet. He looks over his shoulder to see Dr. DeBeers crawling into the transport’s cargo hold.
“Dr. DeBeers?” he calls. “We can’t stay here. They’ll keep coming and keep coming until our weapons can’t recharge.”
“Then we barricade ourselves inside the transport,” Dr. DeBeers says, her hands running across the cylinders, checking for damage. “We do not leave this cargo under any circumstances.”
“I know you have a specific directive, doctor,” Ton says as he walks from around the side, his rifle up and pointed at the hillside. “But Sergeant Crouch is correct in his assessment of the threat. This is the Sicklands. You do not stay in one place in the Sicklands. You keep moving, preferably towards sanctuary.”
“This cargo is important beyond your comprehension, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers replies. “And I will not leave it. In fact, I will need your squad to transfer these cylinders to the inside of the transport as it appears the cargo hold is no longer secure.”
“Doctor, listen-” Ton starts.
“No,” Dr. DeBeers states flatly. “You will comply or I will have your entire squad brought up on charges of sedition. That holds the death penalty in the Clean Nation. You won’t even be given the option to become GenWrecks.”
“What’s this?” Hoagie asks, joining them. “We’re getting executed? What for?”
“No one is getting executed if you follow my orders,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I am Control, and Control outranks GenSOF. We are moving the cylinders inside and staying here until the Clean Guard arrives.”
“May I speak with my squad briefly, doctor?” Ton asks, his face red with rage. “Is that allowable or will I be threatened with execution for that also?”
“Please do confer with your men, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “But make it brief as we need to secure this cargo before more hostiles arrive.”
“Sergeants,” Ton says and walks back to the other side where Paulo is crouching next to Milo. “Status?”
“His suit has given him a sedative,” Paulo says. “But I’m pretty sure there’s internal bleeding. I packed the wound with StatFoam, but he’s looking rough.”
“Time frame?” Ton asks.
“He has a dozen hours, maybe more?” Paulo guesses and shrugs. “No way to know for sure without med systems up and running.”
They all look at the state the transport is in.
“Don’t see that happening,” Ton says and sighs. “With Milo’s condition we’ll have to camp it here until help arrives.”
“Not because of the doctor’s threats?” Hoagie asks.
“I’ve been a soldier for the Clean Nation cities for a long time now,” Ton says. “No bug doc is going to bully me into making a bad choice. We stay because Milo can’t move, not because some bitch told me to.”
Blaze and Hoagie nod and smile.
“What did I miss?” Paulo asks.
“I’ll fill you in as we get Milo inside,” Ton says. “Sergeants Crouch and Menendez? You will bring the cargo around so we can stow it inside as well.” He moves in close and lowers his voice. “Make the bitch happy and act like she’s the reason we’re staying, not Milo.”
“What about the no bullying?” Hoagie asks.
“Why waste a perfectly good smoke screen?” Ton shrugs. “Let her think what she wants.”
“Yes, sir,” Blaze says.
Ton and Paulo carefully lift Milo and carry him into the transport.
“Worm?” Blaze calls. “Worm? You active?”
No response.
“How damaged do you think he is?” Hoagie asks. “He downloaded himself into the transport. If the machine is dead does that mean Worm is too?”
“No, no, he had to have time to backup into one of the satellites,” Blaze replies. “Once we can reestablish sat com we’ll hear from him.”
Hoagie looks up into the grey sky. “What the hell went wrong? No sat com, sketchy info, view screens lying to us then dying? A fuck ton of Cooties laying wait, but not where we thought they’d be? You’d think this was planned.”
“You’d think,” Blaze nods. “Come on. Let’s move that cargo and dig in. The Clean Guard has almost two hundred clicks to travel before they get here.”
“Roger that,” Hoagie nods and lets out two sharp whistles then points.
Blaze does the same and their dogs stand watch, two furry sentries with blood matting down their fur.
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Dr. DeBeers pulls a small box from a pocket on her belt and begins to spray herself liberally. She closes her eyes and holds her breath as StatMist coats her body. It seems to hover just short of clinging to her then dissipates rapidly as she releases the held breath. 
She places the box back in the pocket and pulls out a different box, this one much smaller. She removes a glove and pricks her finger, watching the surface of the box carefully. After about thirty seconds, it glows green and the doctor smiles. Her glove back on, and the small box stowed, she turns to the squad that stands just outside the transport, watching her every move.
“I don’t believe I have been infected,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I won’t know for sure until I go through a full battery of tests at Control, but my exposure to the Sicklands so far has not been lethal.”
“Good to know,” Ton says, nodding towards the inside of the transport. “May Sergeant Kim come in and continue tending to our wounded squad member?”
“Of course, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers nods. “I’ll sequester myself with the cargo. As long as I refrain from any direct contact with any of you I should be in the clear.”
“Sergeant Crouch, you can stand guard while Sergeant Menendez and I scout the area,” Ton says. “Eyes sharp, operator.”
“Always, sir,” Blaze responds. Ton locks eyes with him, glances quickly towards Dr. DeBeers and then back. Blaze understands and nods.
“If we aren’t back in thirty minutes then we aren’t coming back,” Ton says. “Lock the transport down as tight as possible and wait until the Clean Guard arrives.”
“Yes, sir,” Blaze replies and watches as the two men walk off, rifles up, their dogs flanking them.
Blaze waits until they are out of sight then leans back against the transport, his body exhausted, but no chance for rest in sight any time soon.
“How’s he doing?” Blaze asks Paulo.
“Pulse is low, but steady so I think the internal bleeding is stopping,” Paulo says. “Or not as bad as I thought.”
“At least Sergeant Kailua won’t die of sepsis,” Dr. DeBeers states. “That is one plus to the bacterial load you operators carry.”
“One way to look at it,” Paulo nods. He stands and stretches then leaves the transport, nodding to a long row of boulders a few yards away. “Need to hit the latrine. You good here?”
“I’m solid,” Blaze says. “Have fun crapping in the Sicklands.”
“Always do,” Paulo says and slaps his thigh, calling Munch to him. The two walk over to the boulders and are quickly lost from sight.
“Is it safe for him to go that far?” Dr. DeBeers asks
“He has his bug hound,” Blaze replies. “He’s as fine there as he is here.”
“Will more come after us?” Dr. DeBeers asks, moving closer to the hatch, but still keeping a safe distance from Blaze. “That seemed like a lot of trouble for them to go to just to give up.”
“They haven’t given up,” Blaze says, his eyes scanning the area. He’d use his helmet’s sensors, but he wants to conserve power. If something comes at them when the sun goes down, he wants full vision available. “They never give up.”
“No, they never do,” Dr. DeBeers laughs.
“Is that funny to you?” Blaze asks, failing at keeping the annoyance from his voice.
“In an ironic way,” Dr. DeBeers says. “The hostile elements in the Sicklands are like bacteria; always adapting, changing, growing to match their environment. I counted no less than fifteen different afflictions on those corpses out there, yet those people still had the strength to coordinate an attack on a GenSOF transport. If it was just them.”
Blaze eyes her, but she just smiles.
“What’s that guy have?” Blaze asks, nodding at a mangled corpse off to his left.
“I can’t see him,” Dr. DeBeers says. “And I’d rather not step outside if I do not have to. Can you describe his appearance?”
“Dead,” Blaze says. “Very dead. But before Hoagie made him that way I’d say he had some type of skin condition.”
“That could be a number of things,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Is the skin mottled?”
“You mean different colors?” Blaze asks.
“Precisely,” Dr. DeBeers responds. “Is it?”
“No,” Blaze says. “More like ulcers and lesions. There’s a lot of pus mixed in with his blood.”
“Would you say the pus and blood come from the same source? From the lesions?”
“No, the blood’s coming from the holes in his head and chest,” Blaze replies.
“Oh,” Dr. DeBeers says. “So just pus from the lesions?”
“That would be my guess.”
“Could be a number of bacteria,” Dr. DeBeers says. “More than likelyStaphylococcus aureus. It has probably resulted in furunculosis or botryomycosis. I would lean towards the former since botryomycosis, or pyoderma vegetans, isn’t nearly as common.”
“Whatever it is it’s nasty,” Blaze says. “Shit’s just bubbling out of him.”
“Bubbling?” Dr. DeBeers asks, her attention piqued. She starts to move closer then backs off. “That could be Clostridium perfringens instead. Does his skin look gangrenous?”
“His body looks gangrenous,” Blaze says. “Cooties aren’t the peak of health.”
“Cooties,” Dr. DeBeers says quietly. “I hate that colloquialism.”
 “What would you rather we call them?” Blaze asks.
“The enemy,” Dr. DeBeers answers, taking Blaze off guard.
He looks over his shoulder at the woman. Her face is obscured by shadow so he can’t see if she is serious or not.
“Is that surprising?” Dr. DeBeers says. “Did you think a doctor would sound more compassionate?”
Blaze laughs. “I’ve run into my fair share of bug doctors from Control. I have yet to meet one that I’d consider compassionate.”
“Then why the look of shock at what I said?”
“It sounds more military than medical, is all. I thought you’d go for ‘vector’ or something fancy like that.”
“The term vector is generally used for viruses and other genetic mutations, but I see what you mean,” Dr. DeBeers replies. “You have to understand, Sergeant, that GenSOF isn’t the only ones on the front lines of this war. Every doctor, researcher, tech, and assistant at Control is fully invested in fighting the good fight to take back the Sicklands.”
Blaze turns fully around and stares at the doctor’s silhouette. “Take back the Sicklands? Are you serious? It can’t be done.”
She moves forward and Blaze can see a gleam in her eyes as the light from the hatch hits her face. Glancing over at the cylinders then back at Blaze, the doctor looks like she’s about to say something, but stops when she looks past Blaze.
“All good here?” Paulo asks. “You guys look like you’re having one serious conversation.”
“Just discussing the possible afflictions of the Cooties we took down,” Blaze says. “The doctor seems to think we can eventually take back the Sicklands.”
“Why would we want to?” Paulo asks. “Have you seen the place? Not exactly prime real estate.”
“I don’t know,” Blaze grins. “I could see a nice summer home up on that ridge over there. Think of the view. Nothing but ash and crap for miles and miles.”
“The schools are probably great in his area too,” Paulo says. “Maybe we could put in a dog park close by.”
“You two laugh now,” Dr. DeBeers says. “But one day we will prevail. It is Control’s mission to end the bacterial apocalypse.”
“Can you end an apocalypse?” Blaze asks. “I always thought that once it starts then that’s it. Apocalypse forever.”
“Apocalypse now,” Paulo smiles.
‘Good one,” Blaze chuckles.
“Mind if I come back in, doctor?” Paulo asks. “I’ll stay clear of you, just need to pry open the walls and see if I can’t get us some grub.”
“By all means, Sergeant,” Dr. DeBeers replies and removes herself to the far corner.
Blaze leans down and scratches Gorge’s head between her ears. Her mouth opens and her tongue lolls out as her lips pull back in a smile. He keeps at it for a while, ignoring the banging and cursing coming from inside the transport.
“Finally!” Paulo shouts. “You’d think they’d design these things for better access when you get flipped over and stranded in the Sicklands.”
“What’s for dinner?” Blaze asks.
“Pink, green, blue, and red,” Paulo says. “I was hoping for yellow for dessert, but looks like that was damaged.”
“You will want to load up on pink then green,” Dr. DeBeers says. “It will help maintain your bacterial loads while also addressing the lactic acid build up in your muscles and the eventual adrenaline crash you will experience.”
“Never had one of those,” Paulo says, tossing a pouch of pink to Blaze. “That’s normal people stuff. We’re GenSOF operators. I don’t think our adrenaline stops flowing.”
“It does and you will eventually crash,” Dr. DeBeers says. “But your training allows you to push through it. I have studied many an operator post-mortem and their endocrine systems are quite remarkable.”
Paulo and Blaze share a look.
“Post-mortem?” Blaze asks. “You’ve studied dead operators? I thought we were incinerated ASAP to avoid our bacterial load from migrating to a new host.”
“Not all corpses are disposed of immediately,” Dr. DeBeers says. “There is a lot to learn from operators. Some more than others.” She looks right at Blaze.
Blaze pulls his eyes from hers and lets them drift to the cylinders. “What’s in those, doc? They have a very specific size and shape. Wouldn’t be too hard to stash a body in there.”
“Very perceptive, Sergeant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “They are in fact stasis cylinders.”
“Dude, you were right,” Paulo says. “You called it back in the transport bay.”
“Did you?” Dr. DeBeers asks, her voice losing its conversational tone. “How did you call it, Sergeant?”
“Just a lucky guess,” Blaze says, hearing the difference in her tone. It reminds him of when Gorge goes from her warning growl to her attack growl. “Like I said, the shape fits.”
The doctor is silent for a good long time.
“Is there any other food in there?” she asks finally. “Beyond the shakes? I could use something to eat, but I don’t find the color shakes to be very palatable.”
“Neither do we,” Paulo says. “But nothing we can do about it. Curse of our bacterial loads; can’t keep solids down.”
“Unfortunate,” Dr. DeBeers says. “The synthetics created these days are almost perfect analogs to the animal proteins and vegetables society used to feast on. How they grow them in those subterranean vats is beyond me. I’ll stick with culturing bacteria and leave the culturing of vat crops to someone else.”
“Sorry, doctor,” Paulo says. “We weren’t expecting an overnight. All we have are the shakes.”
“Fine,” Dr. DeBeers sighs. “I’ll have a blue.”
“Really?” Blaze says. “Blue?”
 “It will cause the least distress with my digestive system,” Dr. DeBeers says. “And since the facilities are less than optimal I will have to make my choice based on that factor.”
“I hear that,” Paulo says. “Never fun to get the squirts in the Sicklands.”
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The ridge is a click away from the transport, but still within Ton and Hoagie’s view as they crouch down and survey the area.
“We would have been fine if the transport hadn’t glitched,” Hoagie says.
“I know,” Ton replies.
“Or hadn’t have driven right into that ambush,” Hoagie continues.
“I know,” Ton says again.
“It doesn’t bother you, LT? The transport getting all messed up, losing Worm, sat com down, all that shit?”
“It does,” Ton says. “But it is what it is. The situation has presented itself and we will deal with it accordingly. Can’t cry over spilt milk.”
“I’ve never understood what that means,” Hoagie says.
“Old saying from back when there were cows,” Ton says. “Ancient history.”
“Extinct history,” Hoagie says. “Can’t grow cows now, even if they still existed. They are nothing but bacteria generators.”
“Raise,” Ton says.
“What?”
“You raise cows and livestock, you don’t grow them.”
“Huh. I always thought they were grown in vats like the synthmeat the civvies eat,” Hoagie shrugs. “Learn something new every day.”
Ton holds up his hand and Hoagie goes quiet. The two men tap their helmets and bring up their visor displays. Ton points to a spot thirty yards off from the disabled transport. Hoagie dials in his visor and the image zooms close, showing him a person creeping from rock cover to rock cover, getting increasingly closer to the transport.
Snapping his baton into a rifle, Hoagie waits until a target display comes up on his visor. He shoulders the rifle and adjusts his aim until the targeting crosshairs are centered on the person.
“Just say the word,” Hoagie whispers even though they are well out of earshot of the target.
“Hold,” Ton says, studying the person in his visor. It stops and watches the transport for a while then slowly backs off, staying low until it is far enough away to stand and sprint off into the Sicklands.
“Cooties are sending in recon scouts,” Hoagie says. “You think they’ll attack again?”
“I don’t know,” Ton says. “But we should keep someone up here on overwatch until the Clean Guard arrives. I like this vantage point; good cover and visibility.”
“I have a feeling I’m volunteering for the first shift,” Hoagie grins. “No prob. Just let me take a piss before you hike back down.”
“Go for it,” Ton says. “Can’t have you squirming in your armor.”
“Thanks, LT, you’re a giver,” Hoagie laughs as he slowly moves away and ducks behind a boulder to piss.
Ton watches the land below, waiting for another sign they are being observed, but he sees nothing. The scenery holds only bleakness, a depressing expanse of emptiness. No matter how many times he travels into the Sicklands, Ton never gets used to the lack of life. In any form. He reaches over and touches the rock next to him, remembering back to his youth when even the most remote location at least had lichens and fungus growing.
Not the Sicklands. The Clean Nation made sure of that. Life leads to bacterial growth and the Clean Nation philosophy is that nothing can be allowed to grow in the Sicklands. Nothing.
“Good to go,” Hoagie says. “You should walk on down and get yourself some chow, LT.”
“Yay,” Ton says ironically. “Looking forward to that.”
“Maybe ask the good doctor down there when the eggheads at Control will develop a meal that doesn’t taste like dog puke,” Hoagie says.
Belly and Snorts both lift their heads from where they lay a few feet off.
“I think Belly would argue with you on that one,” Ton smiles as he stands. “That bug hound is a connoisseur of vomit.”
The dog gives a low huff and lays his head back down. Snorts doesn’t need to be called, she just stands, gives a farewell nudge to Belly, then moves next to Ton.
“Stay cool, operator,” Ton says.
“Will do,” Hoagie replies as the lieutenant starts to make his way down from the ridge.
It’s a treacherous descent and Ton has to be careful not to lose his footing on the loose shale that is scattered everywhere. He moves from rock to rock, trying to keep as much cover as possible, but most of the hillside is nothing but open space. With his rifle up, and eyes looking everywhere, he lets Snorts take point, her senses far better than his.
He’d activate his visor again, but just like with everyone else, he doesn’t want to run the power down. Better to have it when it’s really needed. Plus, observation without enhancement keeps an operator’s skills sharp. Dull skills make for a dead operator in the Sicklands.
“Huh,” he mutters as he reaches the large crater about twenty yards from the transport. He kneels and studies the impact the missile made, his brow furrowed. “Interesting.”
He snaps his rifle into a baton and uses it to prod and poke about the crater, moving chunks of rock and dirt to the side so he can get a better look at the results of the initial explosion.
“What ya got there, LT?” Blaze asks.
“I have an operator away from his post,” Ton replies.
“Paulo has it covered,” Blaze says. “Was just relieving myself when I saw you over here. That where the missile hit?”
“Yeah,” Ton replies.
The two operators stare at the hole in the ground for a god minute or so.
“It wasn’t aimed right for us, was it?” Blaze finally asks.
“I don’t think so,” Ton says. “At the range it was fired from there’s no way they could have missed.”
“It was a disabling shot then,” Blaze says. “Not meant to kill us.”
“I don’t know,” Ton says. “Why keep us alive?”
Blaze crouches next to the lieutenant. His eyes narrow as he studies the hole then looks up and glances around the area.
“What?” Ton asks.
“Where’s the shrapnel?” Blaze asks. “Bits and pieces of missile?”
“The blast vaporized the pieces,” Ton says, but he doesn’t sound like he believes his own answer.
“This wasn’t from a missile or rocket,” Blaze says as he stands up and circles around the hole. Gorge follows him closely, her nose to the ground, sniffing the edge of the crater. “Look hard, LT. See the blast pattern at the bottom?”
“It goes down pretty deep,” Ton says, standing also. “The trajectory of a missile would have created a trench, not a deep hole.”
“Yeah,” Blaze nods. “This was a booby trap. Whatever blew up was already here when we drove over it.”
“Missile was a red herring?”
“I think so. We never did see it fire since my view screen was down,” Blaze says. “And with no shrapnel then this was only meant to flip us and not destroy the transport.”
“Why?” Ton asks. “Why risk keeping us alive? They had to know it was a GenSOF squad in the transport. Nobody else except for Clean Guard travels this route and they’d want to avoid messing with Clean Guard as much as avoiding messing with us.”
“The risk is only worth it if there’s a pretty big reward to be had,” Blaze says, looking back towards the upside down transport. “Which means that reward is inside Tranny Eighteen.”
“Blaze starts to walk away, but Ton moves quickly and grabs his arm. “No.”
“No what?” Blaze asks. “I was just going to ask the doctor a couple of questions. Maybe she knows what they wanted.”
“Or maybe she’s what they want?” Ton says.
“Maybe,” Blaze says. 
“We had a watcher for a short while,” Ton says. “Came up pretty close, but didn’t stay long.”
“The Cooties are sending forward observers?” Blaze laughs. “They can bring it on.”
“Careful what you wish for,” Ton warns. “We’re down one squad member already.”
“Lucky hit,” Blaze says. “They won’t be so lucky next time.”
 “Probably not,” Ton says. “But I’d rather not find out.”
“So why send an FO?” Blaze asks. “Why not just attack again?”
“I don’t know,” Ton says. “But keep this between us. Maybe the doctor will open up a bit more if she thinks we aren’t sniffing what really happened. Just act like the dumb operators everyone thinks we are.”
Blaze cocks his head and grins at the lieutenant. “You don’t trust her, do you?”
“Do you?”
“No. But I mean that you think she’s involved in this somehow,” Blaze says. “I do too.”
“Dangerous words,” Ton says. “Wrong ears hear them and we end up incinerated.”
“Or on a slab in Control,” Blaze says.
“Pardon?”
“Just something the doctor said about performing post-mortems on GenSOF operators to study what makes our genes and bacteria parties tick.”
“Interesting,” Ton muses, scratching his chin. His hand is nudged and he looks down to see Snorts giving him hungry eyes. “What’s for chow?”
“The usual colors,” Blaze says. “Doctor Suspicious suggests pink then green for optimal health.”
“Optimal health,” Ton nods. “Makes me miss Worm.”
“He’ll come back on when the Clean Guard gets here and we can reestablish sat com,” Blaze says.
“Let’s hope so,” Ton says. “I don’t like being in the dark out here. Having his access to data and surveillance is handy.”
“Yet annoying at the same time,” Blaze laughs. “Come on, let’s get you and your bug hound some tasty pink slop.”
Snorts gives a huff and shoots a look up at Blaze.
“Don’t blame me, pup, I don’t make the stuff.”
 



 
 
Part Two
 
Nightmare
 
 



 
 
The cough is small, at first. Barely noticeable.
Could be a bit of dust or just some mucous. Everybody coughs, right?
But that’s not how the dream turns out. Not at all.
My wife starts to cough harder and then harder until she is doubled over, the crook of her arm covering her mouth while her hand rests against the wall, keeping her from falling over.
The kids grip me, their hugs turning from ones of comfort to ones of security. Their innocent eyes look up at me, pleading with me to help their mother.
But I can’t. No one can.
Not anymore…
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The grey light of the Sicklands washes over the crisp white of the Clean Guard vehicles. 
Two Slides in front, a Slide on each side, and two Slides in back, with a CG transport in the middle, makes up the convoy racing across the dismal terrain. The Slides –single occupant hover bikes that look like a hammerhead shark with a driver on its back, the entire front end sharpened like a fine blade- keep their positions with exact precision. No matter what twists and turns the route brings, they do not stray more than a cubic inch from where they are supposed to be.
Anything less would be considered incompetence in the Clean Guard.
Devoid of all markings, except for the holographic CG emblazoned on the front of each vehicle, the convoy is a scalpel of pure white, slicing through the dead flesh of the Sicklands, cutting a path to their stranded target.
“Sixty clicks until contact,” the Clean Guard AiSP announces. The same information is displayed on each of the Slide rider, plus transport occupants’ visors. “Estimated time to arrival is one hour.”
None of the Clean Guard present in the transport responds, nor do the Slide riders, as they mentally prepare for their mission.
Locate, secure, and extract Dr. Mona DeBeers and her cargo. The mission parameters allow for extraction of the GenSOF squad, but only at Dr. DeBeers’s discretion. If she feels they are a liability better left to the Sicklands then they will be subdued or eliminated at the extraction site.
Sensors ring out in all visors, alerting the men and woman of the CG that they are being observed along the route.
“Hold all positions,” the AiSP orders. “Do not engage hostiles unless engaged. Dr. DeBeers is the mission, not the abominations.”
More than a few of the members of the CG smile at the term: abominations. It is a word being thrown around more and more as Clean Guard missions go from Control security to test subject procurement and elimination. In years past, the Clean Guard would never leave the confines of Control unless for secure escort duty.
These days the job has gotten considerably more interesting.
“Stat weapons detected,” a Slide rider announces. “One click south by southeast.”
“See it,” another rider replies. “Do transport orders remain the same with the new information?”
“Hold positions, riders,” the AiSP says. “No distractions. Keep to the route for maximum time efficiency. Deviation will delay the extraction of Dr. DeBeers and the cargo. Do not engage unless engaged. No more discussion of subject will be tolerated.”
The riders stay silent, not wanting to be known as intolerant of AiSP orders.
None wants to be left behind in the Sicklands.
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“Worm?” Hoagie says. “Worm? Are you in there?”
“Hold on,” Paulo says, his hands deep inside one of the transport’s inverted walls, lengths of fiber optic cable strewn about him. He pulls one cable free and replaces it with a different cable. “Try it now.”
“Worm?” Hoagie asks, tapping his wrist at the point where his PSC is embedded. “Come in, buddy. Worm? You there?”
“From what I know of AiSP technology,” Dr. DeBeers says from the aft most point of the transport, trying to keep as much distance from her and the operators as possible. “If it has gone into emergency mode then it no longer exists on this vehicle. It will have uploaded to the most accessible satellite for secure download later.”
“Maybe,” Paulo says, reconnecting three other cables. “But he may not have had time. The transport may have taken the nuclear cells offline before he could upload completely.” He holds up a handful of glowing cables. “Which means Worm might be trapped in the residual power still moving through fiber optics.”
“Wouldn’t it make more sense to get the nuclear cells back online?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Then you wouldn’t have to chase a ghost in the machine.”
“Nope,” Paulo says, placing two cables between his lips as he uses both hands to snake a different cable out of the wall. “Cuh sed ob a pwah suj. Fwy Wum’s pesunawidee.”
Dr. DeBeers blinks a couple of times then looks to Hoagie.
“There could be a power surge and fry Worm’s personality,” Hoagie interprets.
“And that would be a problem, I assume?” she asks.
“I doubt you’d enjoy your personality fried,” Hoagie says.
“The anthropomorphizing of the AiSPs is behavior truly singular in GenSOF squads,” Dr. DeBeers says. “In Control we do not kid ourselves that the intelligence on the other side of the voice is anything but that of a cold, calculating software protocol.”
“You live with an AiSP for a while and you learn its traits,” Ton says from the front of the transport. “It’s no longer a robotic voice buzzing in your ear. I can tell AiSP Zebra from AiSP Helio within two words.”
“I don’t believe that to be possible,” Dr. DeBeers states. “They have the same exact voice pattern. The software was designed that way to avoid human beings’ anthropomorphic nature. Assigning life and feelings to an artificial intelligence can cause psychological and emotional dependence.”
“Yep,” Hoagies nods. “You’re right there.”
Dr. DeBeers furrows her brow and studies each operator carefully. She detects no mocking or even surprise at her statements.
“You don’t care, do you?” she asks. “My opinion holds zero weight with you.”
“Not zero weight, doctor,” Ton replies, ripping open a pouch of green. He takes a long drink then shivers. “You have to understand that emotional and psychological dependence is essential to a working squad. Gen SOF operators are connected on levels that most residents of the Clean Nation cities cannot understand. Nor will they ever be able to.”
“And you don’t see this as a weakness?” Dr. DeBeers asks, nodding towards Paulo as he curses and swears at the tangle of cables in his hands. “It appears to be a distraction from your duties.”
“Our duty is to protect you and your cargo until the Clean Guard arrives,” Ton responds. “Might as well make the most efficient use of our time while we do that. Three operators in the transport with you and the cargo while one operator stands overwatch.”
“Sergeant Crouch will be able to detect any threats from his vantage point?” Dr. DeBeers asks. She coughs slightly. “Having only one operator watching us is not a comforting thought.”
“If I send Hoagie or Paulo out on overwatch also then that leaves only two operators inside the transport,” Ton says. “You saw how fast the Cooties can attack. There are tunnels and burrows all across the Sicklands that these animals pop out from. If they attack there may not be time for two operators to get to us. I’d rather have more numbers here ready to defend you than my numbers split up and spread out.”
Dr. DeBeers nods thoughtfully. “Perhaps.”
“Perhaps?” Ton asks, perplexed by the doctor’s response. “Perhaps? No offense, doctor, but I have been doing this for a long, long time. I know my job just like you know yours.”
“No offense taken or meant, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers replies. “But the world does change and maybe your tactics should change with it. How long precisely have you been Courier Class, Lieutenant Lane?”
“Going on fifteen years, doctor,” Ton says. “I was Assault Class for a few years after the Unseen Wars while GenSOF was in its infancy. Once command knew they could send us out into the Sicklands for more than just Cootie killing, I was promoted to Courier Class so I could escort and protect important persons such as you.”
“And you don’t think about retiring?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Fifteen years plus of Sicklands duty must have taken its toll on you.”
Paulo pauses his work and looks over at the doctor, as does Hoagie, their faces ones of poorly concealed shock.
“Doctor, you do know what happens to GenSOF operators when they retire, right?” Hoagie asks. “It’s a one way ticket to the incinerator.”
“I will remain in the field until I can no longer perform my duties,” Ton says, his features rigid as he struggles to keep his emotions in check. “I have no desire to move up the ladder and take a position within command. I’m a Sicklands soldier, doctor. It’s what I do and all I know. I’ve lived a life I can be proud of and when it’s time to retire I will do so with honor.”
“And that’s all you want?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “To retire with honor? Don’t you have any personal attachments? Loved ones you correspond with?”
“A GenSOF operator is an orphan, doctor,” Ton explains. “Whether we still have relatives in the Clean Nation cities or not, we do not have room for family beyond our squad and GenSOF.”
“Except for our AiSP,” Hoagie says, nudging Paulo with his boot. “How’s that coming?”
“Do you hear Worm in your ear?” Paulo asks, exasperated. “That’s how it’s coming.”
“So no single operator makes personal connections outside of GenSOF, is that what you’re saying?” Dr. DeBeers presses, her eyes locked onto Ton. She coughs again. “You are willful orphans that do as you are ordered until the day you die? Nothing to look forward to other than pink and green drinks at the end of your day?”
Ton starts to speak then closes his mouth. He reaches down and strokes the dog that lies across his feet. He takes a couple of deep breaths then turns his attention towards the open hatch and the dwindling daylight beyond. 
“You know of the GenWrecks, I assume?” he asks, but continues before Dr. DeBeers can answer. “Of course you do. They are the GenSOF operators that escape before they can be retired. Those are men and women that need more than just duty in their lives. They want personal connections and they want to hang onto those personal connections even if it is not in the Clean Nation’s best interest. They are selfish and do not understand the true nature of duty and sacrifice.”
He gets up, causing Snorts to growl low, and walks past Hoagie to the hatch. He grasps the edges and leans out, looking left then right. He gives a sad laugh.
“GenWrecks would actually prefer the hell of the Sicklands to dying with their honor intact,” Ton says, looking back over his shoulder at the doctor. “For me living in the Sicklands is not living at all, just a miserable prelude to an even more miserable end.”
“Very admirable viewpoint, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers smiles. “But you are forgetting the operators that are still a part of GenSOF and want more. The ones that ignore protocols and buck the system, as they say.”
“Don’t know any of those,” Ton replies, turning and leaning against the hatch frame. “The operators I know are devoted to GenSOF 110%. They wouldn’t dare risk exposing others to the bacterial load we carry. That would be selfish and unbecoming an operator.”
“Yes, it would, wouldn’t it?” Dr. DeBeers smiles as she glances at the cylinders at her back. “Considerably selfish. But sometimes selfish acts offer unselfish results.”
Ton frowns. “I think you’ve lost me, doctor,” he says. “I’m not sure what your point is.”
“Excuse me, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers chuckles. “I’m a scientist by trade and by nature. I like to explore the angles of a subject to truly understand it. I am just using the opportunity to get to know a little bit more about GenSOF psychology. An efficient use of my time, don’t you think?”
Ton smiles and nods. “Yes, it is. I applaud you for that.”
“Shit!” Paulo shouts and throws the cables aside. “Every time I think I can reroute the stream, it just takes a different turn. It’s like the data that’s in the cables doesn’t want to be found and set free. The stupid shit is running from me.”
“See, Lieutenant?” Dr. DeBeers smiles. “That is an example of unhealthy anthropomorphizing. Assigning intelligent attributes to a simple stream of data. There is no way it is purposefully avoiding Sergeant Kim’s attempts at reconnection. That is not technologically possible.”
“If you say so, doctor,” Ton nods. “You are the expert.”
The four dogs in the transport all perk up, their attention on the hatch. Hackles are raised and growls issued.
“Company?” Hoagie asks.
“I’d say so,” Ton replies. “Makes sense. One more assault before we lose the light. Use the twilight to confuse us.”
Hoagie and Paulo tap their visors and the world is illuminated in the rainbow spectrum of thermal imaging. They stand and snap their batons into rifles. All dogs move forward, except for Tequila who stays next to Milo’s sleeping form, and slowly exit the transport, taking automatic point.
Ton looks at Hoagie and waves his hand to the left then points at Paulo and waves to the right. The two men nod and move out in their indicted directions. Ton snaps his baton into form and places the rifle to his shoulder. He takes two steps outside the hatch and kneels down, sweeping the area, looking for any sign of trouble. 
He ignores the pile of bodies that he and Hoagie stacked a few yards away. His thermal vision tells him they are all still cold and dead. Glancing up at the ridge where Blaze is stationed, Ton hopes the man’s bug hound is as alert as the others are.
Behind him in the transport, he hears Dr. DeBeers cough again. Ton frowns, but can’t worry about that right now.
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“Chill, girl,” Blaze whispers at Gorge as the bug hound’s growls grow louder and more intense. “You’ll give away our position.”
Gorge doesn’t listen, or at least doesn’t obey, as the volume of her growl increases. She turns to the right, takes a couple steps, her nose to the ground, then eyes up and alert, nose to the ground, eyes up. She spins about, turning 180 degrees, and locks her legs in place.
Blaze whips his rifle about, finger on the trigger, ready to kill whatever it is Gorge spots. But there’s nothing there. He squints into the gloom of the evening, straining to make out any detail that doesn’t belong against the grey and black rock.
But it’s the Sicklands and details are hard to come by. The monotone bleakness is never ending and almost as bad as having a blinding light shone in your face.
“Gorge, hunt,” Blaze orders and the dog starts to take cautious steps forward, moving past Blaze towards a pile of boulders and loose shale a few yards off.
Moving into a standing crouch, Blaze follows behind Gorge. He reaches up and taps his visor, changing the vision to thermal, but nothing shows up except the constant cools of the still rocks. His rifle leading, he takes cautious step after cautious step, making sure he keeps his footing on the rough, uneven ground of the ridge.
Gorge comes to a quick halt, her right front leg up and her head down, level with her spine. Blaze sees the pointing behavior and switches to black vision, hoping to make out a shape in the ever increasing darkness.
There. Only feet in front of Gorge, pressed up against the rocks.
“Stand and identify yourself,” Blaze says, following regulations before engaging. “Three seconds to comply or I open fire.”
“Please don’t,” a small voice says. “Please.”
“Then step away from the rocks and show yourself,” Blaze orders. “Two seconds.”
The shape separates from the rocks and Blaze switches back to regular vision as two spot lights activate on his helmet. He hates to give away his position with the light, but it’s that time of evening when shadows become shapes and shapes become shadows.
Deadlight, as the GenSOF squads call it.
“Don’t shoot,” the shape says. “Please.”
“Identify yourself, Cootie,” Blaze says.
“I…I’m looking for my mother,” the shape whimpers. “Have…have you seen her?”
“Don’t give me that crap,” Blaze says. “You may be short, but you aren’t a kid.”
The shape pushes back a ratty hood and Blaze tries not to react. Before him is the sore encrusted face of a young boy. Phosphorescent pus oozes from several spots on the child’s forehead.
“Jesus,” Blaze says.
Gorge growls and moves in, forcing the boy to push himself closer to the rocks.
“I don’t want to die or get bit,” the boy says. “Please, please don’t kill me.”
“Sorry, kid,” Blaze says. “You’re what I’m trained to kill.”
“We are more than our training,” the kid says as if he’s learned it by wrote. “We are more than honor and duty. We are human beings. And we are obligated to protect all other human beings. That is our true mission.”
“What…what did you say?” Blaze whispers, a cold chill going up his spine. “Where’d you hear that?”
The boy shrugs.
“You speak pretty well for a Cootie,” Blaze says. “Not all mumbled garble.”
The boy shrugs again.
“What’s your name?” Blaze asks.
“Did you kill my mother?” the boy asks, craning his neck so he can see past Blaze and down at the transport below. “Is she stacked down there? One of the bodies?”
“I asked for your name, kid,” Blaze snaps. “Answer the damn question.”
“I asked a question first,” the boy says. “Is she dead? Did you kill her? Can I get her body from the stack? I just want to take her home. Put her to rest like she puts me to rest every night.”
“Jesus, kid, shut up,” Blaze says. “You’re not making this easy.”
“Nothing is easy in the Sicklands,” the boy replies. “But everything is free and-” The kid looks towards the transport again and his eyes go wide. “Son of a bitch! Really?”
With surprising speed, the boy pushes away from the rock and jumps off the ridge, tucking and rolling himself down the hillside.
“Shit!” Blaze shouts. “Gorge! Fetch!”
The bug hound takes off after her target, leaping into the air, flying for several feet before she lands on the hillside, not a step lost or stride miscalculated. Blaze hurries after her, but he doesn’t have the surefootedness of a bug hound, and he has to be careful not to snap an ankle in a hidden hole or take a tumble and break his neck.
“Zebra!” he shouts down at the transport. “Incoming!”
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“Fifteen clicks until contact,” the AiSP announces.
“More static weapon signals,” one of the Slide riders states. “Still no orders to engage?”
“They are out of range of this convoy,” the AiSP responds. “Proceed as ordered.”
The Slides push on, their hover skids below them humming with energy as they steer through the twists and turns of the route. Scanners on high resolution, the riders watch as more and more signals indicating static powered weapons appear around them. While their AiSP has stated they are out of range, more than a couple riders become wary of that assessment. 
“I detect increased heart rates in Slide riders Three, Four, and Six,” the AiSP reports. “Please state the nature of your anxiety.”
All stay quiet, none wanting to admit they fear the increasing frequency of the signals.
“I have adjusted your serotonin levels,” the AiSP says. “The heightened levels will remain until the unnecessary fear response has subsided. Please be aware that your behavior has been logged and noted. Your duties in the Clean Guard will be evaluated and adjusted when you return to Control.”
There is no response to this from the riders since a response is not asked for nor would it make a difference. The AiSP is there to keep them safe from their own humanity. And as they have been told a thousand times, humanity has no place in the Sicklands.
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“Runner coming down!” Ton shouts, his rifle aimed at the boy that is scurrying from rock to rock on the hillside. “Open fire when in range!”
“Roger that, LT,” Hoagie says as he runs towards the boy, closing the distance so he can engage faster. “I’ve got the guy on my-”
He grunts and cries out as the breath is knocked from him, a large shape colliding with his right side. Hoagie hits the ground and his rifle flies free, returning to its original small form as soon as it disengages from his glove. He tries to fight off whatever has him pinned, but the deep rumble that vibrates above him makes him stop cold.
Bug hound. A big one. And pissed.
“LT!” Hoagie calls out.
“I see it, Hoag!” Ton shouts as he sprints towards the man and beast. “Hold still!”
“Can’t really move!” Hoagie yells.
The bug hound, its paws forcing Hoagie’s shoulders into the dirt, snaps at the sergeant’s face, greenish slobber splattering against the visor. It barks and snarls as its snout slams into the visor, sending sparks flying this way and that.
Hoagie is astounded at the size of the thing; it has to be at least three times the size of the squad’s bug hounds. The dog’s fur is matted and slick, looking more like the skin of a reptile than a canine. Its back paws are planted squarely on Hoagie’s thighs so he can’t even wiggle slightly without sending the dog into a snarling, snapping rage.
 Out of the corner of his eye, he sees a blur coming. He wants to cry out and warn Belly, but he knows that the dog is in battle mode and nothing will stop it from protecting its operator. The collision is violent and messy as the bug hound on Hoagie turns just as Belly leaps, jaws open wide.
The yelp of pain and sound of tearing flesh makes Hoagie’s stomach churn, but he doesn’t dwell on it as the weight is lifted from his body. He rolls several feet away and looks for his baton, his hand finding it quickly. But something finds him just as fast.
“Fuck,” he says as two massive paws step around the baton. “More?”
A second bug hound watches him, its lips curled up to reveal unbelievably large and sharp black teeth. It starts to lunge at Hoagie, but howls in pain as the dark is lit up by blue static fire. The thing whirls around, ready to face its attacker, and charges towards Paulo who stands only a few feet away.
Hoagie grabs up his baton and snaps it into a pistol, firing on the dog then twisting around and taking aim at the tumbling ball of fighting fur and blood.
So much blood.
Even in the fading light, Hoagie can see the blood of the fighting dogs splattered about the ground. He tries to get a bead on the monster that nailed him, but it has Belly’s throat in its mouth and Hoagie can’t shoot it without shooting his own bug hound. Fighting his instincts, he pushes to his feet and turns back to Paulo, sending shot after shot into the haunches of the second bug hound as it springs into the air.
Paulo fires also and the dog’s stomach tears open, intestines falling to the earth in a smoking pile, as the bug hound is knocked sideways by the static charge. It whines and yelps as its legs spasm. Unable to right itself, the dog thrashes harder and harder, howling in rage and frustration until the life drains from it and it stills.
“What the fuck?” Paulo says. “Have you ever seen one that big?”
“No,” Hoagie says. He looks at Paulo’s Munch as the dog focuses on a spot to their left. “And it’s not the last.”
As the evening light turns to night, Paulo and Hoagie watch six new shapes barrel at them. All Hoagie wants to do is get over to Belly and pull him from the fight, but he knows he doesn’t have time. His dog is doing what it’s trained to do and he has to do what he’s trained to do.
He snaps his pistol into a rifle and opens fire. Paulo joins him and they unload on the attacking Sicklands hounds. A third stream of static charges comes flying from Ton as the man stands guard by the transport hatch. They continue firing until their weapons are close to empty of all charge.
Before them are the smoking remains of six dogs. Some are missing limbs while others have huge holes in their massive rib cages. Paulo, with Munch taking lead, walks cautiously over to the dead dogs; his rifle trained on them every step of the way.
Hoagie rushes over to the still forms of the first dog and Belly. He falls to his knees and shoves the huge body off of the smaller one, knowing by the dead weight that he’s hefting a corpse. He pushes the body aside and takes his dog up in his arms. Black eyes move haltingly and lock onto Hoagie’s as the operator disengages his visor so he can lean in close and feel the wet fur of his bug hound against his cheek.
“No, no, no, no,” Hoagie whispers, as he feels the dog shudder and go still. “NO!”
He falls back on the ground and pulls the dog onto his lap, rocking it back and forth, over and over, as an anguished cry bubbles up from his gut and erupts from his throat.
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“STOP!” Blaze shouts as he takes aim and fires. The static blast hits inches from the boy’s heels, but it doesn’t stop him. “LT!”
The boy increases his speed once he reaches level ground. He ignores the shouts from the operators around him, focusing instead on a shape moving close to the stack of Cootie corpses. His short legs carry him forward, and his nimble feet keep him from tripping over the barely visible rocks and holes that litter the earth.
“Get down on the ground!” Ton yells, moving away from the transport, his rifle firing blast after blast at the boy. “Halt immediately!”
“Fascinating,” Dr. DeBeers says from the hatch, causing Ton to whirl on her, his rifle dangerously close to discharging in her face. “They do adapt.”
“Get back inside, doctor!” Ton shouts. “That’s an order!”
Dr. DeBeers looks amused at the use of the word order, but after a brief coughing fit she nods and steps back into the shadows of the transport.
“Worm, I need-” Ton starts to shout then curses. “How many human targets, Sergeant?”
“Just the one!” Blaze yells, getting to the bottom of the hillside. He tries to get a bead on the kid, but the boy is moving too fast, zigzagging here and there, never presenting a clear target. “Adolescent male! Maybe twelve or thirteen years old!”
“Gun!” Ton shouts, seeing the boy pull a pistol from his pocket. He takes a knee and fires blast after blast towards the kid. Each misses, but he can see the shape slowing, tiring. He takes a deep breath and slowly lets it out as he leads the shadowed form and pulls the trigger.
The blast flies from the rifle’s barrel and streaks through the night, catching the boy in the shoulder just before he can get to the pile of corpses. The pistol flies from his hand.
“NO!” the kid screams, not in pain, but in frustration. “IDIOT!”
Blaze closes on him, nails the boy with a hard kick to the side as he tries to stand up, his shoulder a smoldering, blackened mess of rags and flesh. The kid does cry out in pain this time and rolls onto his back, his hands held up to ward off Blaze. Gorge circles around, preventing the boy from trying to scoot further away.
Then a black shape comes at them from the pile of corpses and Blaze barely has time to get his rifle up and fire. The massive bug hound slides across the ground, coming to rest against the kid’s head.
“Get this off me!” the boy shouts and tries to shove it away, but his shoulder protests.
Gorge jumps at the bug hound and grabs it by the scruff, yanking and pulling until its well away from the boy. She sniffs it then turns and squats, leaving a puddle of pee by the dead dog’s head. Trotting back, Gorge stands guard over the boy.
“Nice doggie,” the boy says, looking up at Gorge. “Good doggie.”
“Just shut the fuck up, kid,” Blaze says. “You need to shut up or things will get way worse for you.”
“I was coming down to warn your guys about the hounds,” the boy says, tears of pain streaking his face, washing clean lines into the layers of grime that coat his skin. “You didn’t have to shoot me.”
“Your dogs killed my Belly, you little fuck!” Hoagie roars as he rushes towards Blaze and the boy, having set Belly’s corpse down. “And I’m going to kill you!”
Blaze can’t get between them in time and Hoagie yanks the boy up in the air by his neck. He lifts him high, and the kid’s feet kick and thrash above the ground as Hoagie crushes his throat.
“Hoagie! Stop!” Blaze yells. “Don’t kill him!”
“Fuck that!” Hoagie snarls, sounding more like his late dog than a man. “Little fuck is going to pay!”
“Sergeant Menendez!” Ton yells. “Drop that hostile this second!”
“NO!” Hoagie roars as the kid’s eyes bulge and his face turns purple. “Shoot me, LT! Only way I’m going to-”
The words are cut off as Hoagie falls to the ground, his body bucking and shaking from the smack Blaze gives him with his static baton.
“Shit, Blaze,” Paulo says, still sweeping the area with his rifle. “That was harsh, man.”
“LT ordered him to stop and he wouldn’t,” Blaze said. “I did what I had to do.”
“What the fuck is wrong with you, Sergeant?” Ton shouts. “Holster that weapon immediately!”
“He was going to kill the kid!” Blaze protests.
“Then he kills the kid,” Ton responds. “Won’t be the first time things get out of hand in the Sicklands and a captive Cootie dies. But it is the first time I’ve seen an operator attack another operator to save a fucking Cootie!”
“Sir, listen,” Blaze says. “The kid said he was trying to warn us about the bug hounds. He was also saying stuff up on the ridge.” 
“What stuff?” Ton asks, afraid of the answer he’ll get.
“GenSOF stuff, sir. Something about being more than our training, more than honor or duty,” Blaze says. “It was a twisted version of the GenSOF code of conduct, sir. And the kid doesn’t talk like a Cootie.”
“Shit,” Ton mutters. “GenWrecks.” He shakes his head and nods towards Hoagie. “Get him up and in here. Bring the kid too. We may need him as leverage if things go south.”
“This isn’t south?” Paulo asks, looking at the dog corpses then at the pile of Cootie corpses from the first battle of the day. “I’m thinking we’ve full on flipped hemispheres with this shit.”
“Just get inside the transport,” Ton snaps.
Blaze grabs the kid and flips him about, snapping a thin line of wire across his wrists. The wire snakes around the skin, weaving in and out until the boy’s hands are completely immobilized.
“I can’t allow that child in here with me, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I am already at risk with my proximity to your operators. It’s a manageable risk since I know exactly what bacteria you grow in your bodies. But a child of the Sicklands? There is no way to know what runs rampant in his system. Look at his face! That abomination cannot be allowed anywhere near me. He will also compromise your integrity, Lieutenant.” She coughs harshly. “I advise you put him down like the animal he is.”
“If you haven’t noticed, doctor, we are fond of animals,” Ton replies, watching as the other GenSOF bug hounds trot over to their dead comrade and one by one give the body a long sniff before letting out a quick, short howl. “Sergeant Crouch has intel that this boy may be more than just normal Sicklands trash. I want to interrogate him and find out for sure.”
“Then you will interrogate him outside of the transport,” Dr. DeBeers says. “That is a direct order from an agent of Control. You cannot ignore that direct order without forfeiting your commission and declaring yourself a traitor to the Clean Nation.”
“You fucking bitch,” Blaze snarls. “We risk our lives doing our job for you people each and every day, but you could give two shits.”
“Your job is to do what I say, Sergeant Crouch,” Dr. DeBeers says. “There is no room for debate. You are to perform like a good soldier, just as you have been trained. By great expense to the Clean Nation cities, I might add. Do you think it is cheap to house and feed a GenSOF operator and his or her Canine Unit? Let me assure you it is not.”
“You didn’t just break me down into credits, did you?” Blaze says, moving towards the transport. “I really hope you didn’t just do that.”
“I did,” Dr. DeBeers replies. “Because that is what you are. A number. Whether it’s as a body or as a bottom line. In the end, you are just a number.”
“No wonder there are GenWrecks,” Blaze growls.
“Too far, Sergeant!” Ton yells.
“Ask her what’s in the cylinders?” Blaze says, pointing at the transport. “Come on, LT, ask her. They are corpses. Probably dead operators heading to Control to be dissected and studied. Is that the honor our duty deserves?”
“Careful Sergeant,” Dr. DeBeers grins. “You are sounding dangerously like one of the residents of the Sicklands. I hope you aren’t becoming a sympathizer.”
Ton looks over at the doctor. “Is he correct? Are there corpses in those cylinders? Is that the cargo we are delivering to Control?”
“No, Lieutenant, there are no corpses in the cylinders,” Dr. DeBeers replies.
“She’s lying!” Blaze shouts. “She confirmed that there were bodies in there! Ask Paulo!”
“Sergeant Kim?” Ton asks. “Are you willing to back up Blaze and say that the doctor is lying?”
“Well, technically she didn’t say there were corpses,” Paulo says. “She just acknowledged there were bodies.”
“Same thing!” Blaze yells.
“Hardly, Sergeant Crouch,” Dr. DeBeers says. “A corpse is specific type of body, a dead one. I can assure you that the bodies in those cylinders are far from dead.”
Paulo, Blaze, and Ton all look at her, wide eyed.
“I’m sorry, doctor, did you say that the cargo we are carrying is living people?” Ton asks.
“I did,” Dr. DeBeers says. She looks at Blaze. “Weren’t you paying attention when I said they were stasis cylinders?”
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“Three clicks,” the AiSP states. “Prepare for agent extraction and cargo procurement.”
The Clean Guard troopers all double check weapons and suits. Their pure white body armor gleams in the matching sterile white interior of the transport. StatShields are activated and dialed up to full power. The troopers stand as one and face the rear of the transport, ready to deploy.
The Slides fall back so they all follow the transport, letting the larger vehicle take point.
“Two clicks until contact,” the AiSP says. “Are all clear on the objective?”
Everyone answers in the affirmative.
“It has been confirmed that witnesses are no longer desired,” the AiSP says. “Cleanse the site with extreme prejudice.”
There is tense silence then, “One click to contact.”
The rear of the transport opens and the Clean Guard set themselves for the violence ahead.
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“Living people?” Ton asks, his attention fully on the doctor. “Are they being quarantined? Was there an outbreak of something new in Caldicott City?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Dr. DeBeers says. “To both questions. But what is in those cylinders is way above your clearance, Lieutenant. You have already stepped over several lines. I would advise backing off and getting control of your operators.”
“Who are they?” Blaze asks. “What did they do other than get sick?”
“I didn’t say they are sick,” Dr. DeBeers says. “In fact they are the opposite of sick.”
“LT?” Paulo says, watching the reading on his visor. “Sir? We have company.”
“Give me details, Sergeant,” Ton says, his eyes never leaving Dr. DeBeers.
“Can’t say,” Paulo replies, trying to make sense of the scattered information on his visor. “No sat signal means we are just bouncing off the booster in the transport. It’s still online because of the circulating residual power.”
“I’ve got random readings from the south,” Blaze says, taking deep breaths as he gets his anger at Dr. DeBeers under control and focuses on his job. He keeps one hand firmly planted on the kid’s shoulder. “Now I see a cluster coming in from the north.”
“I don’t see shit,” Hoagie moans from the ground, pulling his helmet off and tossing it aside. “Know why? Because someone fried me with a fucking baton. Anyone care to fess up to that?”
“Sorry, man,” Blaze says. “I just couldn’t let you kill the kid.”
“I get that,” Hoagie nods, getting to his feet. He stands for a second, bending over with his head between his legs. Paulo moves towards him, but he holds out a hand, warding him off. “I’m good. I got this.”
“You gonna be solid, operator?” Ton asks, looking over his shoulder and catching Hoagie’s eye.
“I’m solid, sir,” Hoagie replies. “But when this is done that kid and me are going to have a long chat.”
“Fair enough,” Ton shrugs.
“Your callous attitude towards the lives of those that inhabit the Sicklands is hardly compatible with your caring about the bodies within the cylinder, Lieutenant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “A little hypocritical, if you ask me.”
“I didn’t ask you, doctor,” Ton replies. “And you can’t be comparing Cooties to Clean Nation citizens. There is a huge difference.”
“You are correct there,” Dr. DeBeers says. A beeping comes from her wrist and she presses the spot where her PSC is embedded. “Go.”
“Doctor? Do you have sat com?” Ton asks, stepping closer to the woman. She holds up a finger and Ton stops, confused. “Doctor?”
“Ready,” Dr. DeBeers says. “No witnesses? Fine. It’ll make the situation cleaner that way. I have the cargo ready. I’ll paint it so there is no confusion.”
“Doctor!” Ton shouts. “You will tell me what is happening right now or-”
The doctor’s hand comes up fast and before Ton can move, he’s hit with thousands of volts of static. He flies back several feet, slamming to the ground just past Hoagie.
“The bitch did not just do that,” Hoagie says, snapping his baton into a rifle and taking a bead on the doctor. “Stand down or I put you down.”
“They’re here!” Paulo shouts and turns towards the road as the lights of the transport and the Slides splits the darkness of the night. “Wait, it’s Clean Guard! We’re good!”
“No, you aren’t,” Dr. DeBeers says, firing at Hoagie who is able to jump to the side, roll and then come up fast, his rifle barking static.
Dr. DeBeers ducks into the transport, avoiding the blasts. Blaze stands there, baton in one hand, kid in the other. He looks at Ton’s unconscious form and then at the approaching lights from the Clean Guard.
“Retreat,” Blaze says then louder, “Retreat! We need to fucking run, boys!” He calls Gorge to him and points at the kid. “He’s yours.”
Gorge woofs and turns her attention on the boy. The kid just stares down at the bug hound. The two lock eyes. Blaze leans close, but not too close.
“Get the hell out of here, kid,” Blaze says. “I know you are more than a Cootie, so I will find you. Try to run from my dog and she’ll rip your nuts off and make you watch while she eats them.” Gorge looks up at Blaze and whines. “Well, maybe not eat them, but she will fuck you up.”
“I know where to go,” the boy says. “You should come with me. Clean Guard kills everything in the Sicklands.”
“We’re GenSOF,” Blaze smiles. “They won’t kill us. We’ll be good.” He looks over at the transport and the smile goes away. “I think.”
When he looks back, the kid is already running off into the night, the almost invisible form of Gorge right behind him.
“Doctor!” Blaze shouts. “Get out here so you can explain your actions to the Clean Guard!”
The white transport and Slides come to a stop and the rear of the transport opens as a dozen Clean Guard troopers rush out, rifles up, pointed at Zebra squad.
“Hey, we’re friendlies!” Paulo shouts. 
His training reads the body language of the Clean Guard and he ratchets up the power on his StatShield just as the Clean Guards’ rifles start firing. He takes a blast directly to his chest and tumbles head over heels until he’s slumped against two of the Sicklands’ bug hounds’ corpses.
“I knew it,” Hoagie says, running sideways as he opens fire, sending blast after blast towards the Clean Guard. “Suck my sick dick, bitches!”
Two of the troopers go down fast, their bodies doubling over as static blasts rip into their midsections, scorching the pristine white armor. Hoagie jumps into a diving roll as four blasts rip up the ground his feet just occupied. He comes up and presses his back against the GenSOF transport, firing as fast as he can before he has to dodge another volley of blasts.
“Paulo! Talk to me!” Blaze yells as he runs the opposite direction from Hoagie, trying to pin the troopers between them. “Paulo!”
He’s too far away to hear the man grunt in response, but he does see Paulo weakly raise a hand. Half the troopers spin and engage Blaze, their rifles just missing as Blaze sprints full out towards a pile of rock at the very base of the hillside.
A scream goes up as one of the troopers goes down, his leg shredded by Munch. Another trooper turns to assist his comrade and blast the dog, but he falls also, his vertebrae compressing from the impact of a flying Snorts. Even with the body armor on, a loud crack rings out as the man’s spine snaps.
Blaze gets to the boulders and ducks his head as chunks of rock spray against him from several static blasts. He dives and cranks his suit’s power to high, trying to get as much protection as possible. His visor flickers and he can see that he doesn’t have a ton of power left. If the transport was operational the suit would wirelessly siphon power from the nuclear cell system, but that isn’t an option.
The rocks around him shudders from blast after blast and Blaze knows he can’t stay there long or they’ll just advance on his location and surround him. He switches vision and spots a crevice in the hillside a few yards off. If he can get to that, he can hold a defensible position. At least long enough to try to talk to the Clean Guard and figure out what the hell is going on. 
He stands and sprints towards the crevice, static blasts exploding about his feet. He’s five feet, four feet, three feet- bam!
Blaze goes down as the back of his right thigh erupts in a fireball of pain. He reaches back and grabs at his leg, spinning and falling against the hillside, just out of reach of the crevice. Six of the troopers are rushing him, rifles up. They take aim and Blaze watches the tips of the rifles glow blue then white hot.
Kill shots.
Then the static dissipates and dies as the troopers lower their rifles. They all cock their heads like they are receiving orders.
“See,” Blaze says, holding up his hands. “We’re GenSOF. Same side. This is all a big misunderstanding.”
The lead trooper walks forward and kneels down next to Blaze. He raises his hand and a thin line of blue light sweeps across Blaze’s face.
“Please disengage your visor so I can get an accurate reading and confirm your identity,” the trooper says. “Comply now.”
“Fine, fine,” Blaze says and the static visor blinks out. “There. We good?”
“Thank you, operator,” the trooper says as he scans Blaze. “Identity confirmed. Shall we proceed, doctor?”
“Uh, I’m not a doctor,” Blaze says. He tries to get up, but the trooper places a hand on his chest and holds him in place. Blaze looks at the hand and then over at the GenSOF transport. “Wait…doctor?”
“We can handle him conscious, doctor,” the trooper says. “But if you insist.”
“Insist on what?” Blaze asks, bringing up his baton way too late as the fist slams into his face. His head rocks back and he tastes blood. “What the fuck?”
The fist connects again and Blaze’s world starts to swim. The trooper stands and jabs the end of a baton against Blaze’s neck.
“Good night, operator,” the trooper says. “Glad I’m not you.”
Blaze’s body twitches hard then goes rigid just before he slumps into unconsciousness.
“Cargo acquired, doctor,” the trooper says, waving over the rest to pick Blaze up. “Loading into the transport now. Ready for departure to Control when you are.”
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Dr. DeBeers waves her hand across the surface of the first cylinder and the embedded hover strips on the bottom and side come to life, lifting it from the stack. She swipes both hands to the left and the cylinder pivots, just barely missing her as she steps out of the way and directs it towards the hatch.
A loud growling stops her in her tracks.
Tequila is standing there on the other side of the cylinder, blocking the way to the hatch.
“I kinda heard everything,” Milo grunts from his spot on the floor. “That includes your orders for the Clean Guard to take Blaze.”
“And now you are going to stop me?” Dr. DeBeers asks, her eyes taking in every detail around her. She coughs loudly and staggers a bit.
“I don’t think I’m up to it,” Milo grins weakly. “And doesn’t exactly sound like you are either. But Tequila there is rip roaring ready to go. You’ll have to get past him to get out of here. You may have some Control tricks up your sleeve, but not enough to take down my bug hound.”
“Do you have any idea what happens when someone disobeys Control?” Dr. DeBeers asks. She glances at the cylinder. “It’s not pretty.”
“Is that who you have in those things?” Milo asks. “People that won’t fall in line with the Control narrative?”
“This one? Yes,” Dr. DeBeers says. “The others are bystanders caught up in a web so big their little Caldicott City minds can’t even comprehend the scope.”
“Collateral damage?” Milo asks. “I’m very familiar with that.”
“As an operator, I am sure you are,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Can we make a deal, Sergeant?”
“Probably not.”
“Care to try?”
Milo shrugs.
“You call off your Canine Unit and let me go without incident,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I only take this cylinder and leave the others. You get three of the four. When it is all finished outside you will be the last survivor and can invent whatever story you would like. Let me go, keep this quiet, and you will live to fight another day.”
“And if I don’t?”
“Then once I leave, and I will leave, this transport, with you in it, will be vaporized,” Dr. DeBeers says. “In fact every inch of ground for five square clicks will be vaporized. It will be as if Zebra squad never existed. No legacy left for the annals of GenSOF history.”
“You think I’ll agree so that my squad can be remembered for posterity?” Milo laughs. “What stim mist are you smoking, lady?”
“Is that a no?” Dr. DeBeers asks.
“It’s a fuck no,” Milo says. “So sit your ass down and we’ll wait until my squad sorts this all out.”
Dr. DeBeers points to the hatch. “Do you hear that out there, Sergeant?” The sounds of static blasts and rock exploding filters into the transport. “Does that sound like your squad is winning?”
“Yeah,” Milo smiles. “It does.”
Dr. DeBeers’s confidence lessens as she listens closely and can hear the cries of men and women as they are taken down by static fire.
“Care to grab that seat now?” Milo asks. “Or should I have Tequila rip your seat off?”
“Neither,” Dr. DeBeers says, pressing her wrist and twisting the white glove she has on. She points her hand at Milo and frowns. “You had your chance, Sergeant.”
Her hand glows blue and she is about to fire when the cylinder slams into her, causing the blast to scorch the ceiling of the transport. If it had hit Milo, it would have melted half his head away. The cylinder spins around and the corner catches Dr. DeBeers in the stomach.
“Good boy,” Milo says as Tequila rams into the cylinder again, forcing Dr. DeBeers to hit the floor and roll under it.
The dog rushes at the doctor and clamps its jaws around her shoulder, pulling her towards the hatch and outside, dragging the threat away from Milo.
“Put her down hard, Tequila!” Milo shouts. “Teach the good doctor a lesson in how we do things in GenSOF!”
Dr. DeBeers struggles to get free of the bug hound, but the dog’s jaw muscles are too powerful and every time she tries to twist away, more of her armor shreds, bringing the black teeth closer and closer to tender flesh.
“Release the doctor!” a trooper shouts as she raises her rifle and fires at Tequila.
The bug hound lets go and jumps back, barely dodging the static blast. It looks at the trooper with rage filled black eyes and charges. The woman fires again, but she’s too late as Tequila leaps and sends all of his weight into her chest. They fall to the ground, tumbling over and over, each trying to get the dominant position.
Dr. DeBeers looks at the transport hatch and debates going back for the cylinder, but a static blast flies out from inside and the decision is made for her. Scrambling backwards on her feet and ass, she tries to put some distance between her and the transport, unsure of just how mobile Sergeant Kailua is.
“What have you done?” Ton croaks as his hand clamps onto her wrist.
She turns and gets to her feet, pulling her wrist free, and starts kicking the man again and again in the head. His helmet takes most of the impact, but the violence is enough to knock the small bit of sense he was able to regain right back out again. His eyes flicker and then roll up into his head, showing only bloodshot whites.
“Doctor!” a trooper shouts as he runs towards her. “Doctor! Get dow-”
A static blast rips across his visor and his head snaps to the side. His neck broken from the impact, he’s dead before his body hits the ground. Dr. DeBeers whirls around to see Paulo positioned behind a pile of dead bug hounds. He turns his rifle on her and she takes off running.
Static blasts kick up around her legs and she can feel the heat and sting of the electricity as Paulo finds his aim. The hair on the back of her neck stands on end and she knows the next blast will hit her square on, but she keeps running. A Slide speeds around the transport and stops between her and the incoming blast. Blue sparks fill the night as the Slide’s shield absorbs the static, saving the doctor from certain death.
“Cargo has been loaded in the transport,” the Slide rider states, pulling a pistol and firing at Paulo. “Transport is ready to depart, doctor. The Slides will clean up here.”
Dr. DeBeers nods at the rider and keeps running, booking it around the GenSOF transport and to the Clean Guard one that waits with its rear hatch wide open.
“All troopers need to board immediately!” Dr. DeBeers yells. “We leave now!”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP voice responds. “I will convey the order.”
She gets into the transport and stumbles to a wall, putting her hand out to hold her up while she struggles to catch her breath. Images, grotesque and strange flicker through her mind and she shakes her head to clear it.
“Are you injured, doctor?” the AiSP asks. “I am not showing any trauma to your body. Shall I perform a full scan?”
“I’m fine,” Dr. DeBeers says. She sees a trooper standing over the unconscious body of Blaze, who is strapped into a transport seat, his wrists and ankles bound and secured. The trooper is twirling something on his finger. “What’s that?”
“Some necklace,” the trooper says. “He had it around his neck.”
“Let me see it,” the doctor says, holding out her hand.
The trooper hands it over. Dr. DeBeers studies the smooth metal medallion, turning it this way and that. She flinches as a blast rips up dirt a few yards outside the rear hatch.
“AiSP?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “What is your analysis of this?”
“Alloy steel,” the AiSP says. “Same type used in many electronic applications.”
“Does it give off a signal?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Is there any sign of a power source within?”
“No, doctor, the metal is inert. Analysis shows that it is decorative only and holds no actual functionality.”
“Good,” Dr. DeBeers says as she tosses it out the rear of the transport. 
Troopers start to stream into the transport and when all are present the rear of the transport seals tight.
“Driver? Get us the hell out of here,” Dr. DeBeers says as she sits in an empty seat and straps in. “I’m done with the Sicklands and those GenSOF apes.”
“Yes, doctor,” the driver says and turns the transport about, taking the Clean Guard back the way they came, heading for Control.
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Hoagie sprints around the front of the transport, his rifle firing at the fleeing transport. He tags it a couple of times, but the blasts aren’t enough to take out the vehicle’s StatShield.
“Fuck!” he shouts as he gives up the chase, his legs still weak from the stunning Blaze had given him.
He turns and only his battle reflexes save him from being sliced open by the front blades of the Slide that speeds past. Snapping his rifle into a baton, Hoagie breathes deeply and runs at the Slide as the rider turns it about, ready for another go at the operator. 
But that rider doesn’t get the chance as Hoagie brings his baton down onto the man’s neck, right in the space where helmet and body armor meet. Blue static arcs and the rider convulses as Hoagie sends wave after wave of static pulses into the man’s body.
The air is filled with the smell of burning skin and melted alloy steel as the rider’s body tumbles to the ground. Hoagie braces the Slide then hops up onto it, his hands slipping into the control ports in the front. He tries to dial his helmet into the Slide’s system, but the machine will not comply.
“Old school then,” Hoagie says as he sends the Slide rocketing forward and back into the fray.
The other five Slides have split and two are converging on Ton while three head towards Paulo. Hoping the riders see Ton as the lesser threat, Hoagie aims for the Slides firing at Paulo. He tries to initiate the Slide’s weapons system, but nothing will obey.
So he lets go of the control ports and leans back, his baton snapping into a pistol. Firing again and again, Hoagie hits the closest slide, knocking it off course and into the other two. The three vehicles skid to a stop before they can collide and do some real damage. All three riders’ heads turn and Hoagie realizes quickly that he’s outnumbered and outgunned.
“Shit,” he says, firing his pistol a couple more times before he jams his left hand into a control port and spins the Slide around. “Time to run.”
The hum of the hover skids on his Slide increases in volume until it is an ear-piercing whine. Hoagie tucks his baton into his belt and concentrates on keeping the Slide under control as he pushes the vehicle to its top speed.
The Slides behind him try to gain ground, but they have to deal with the constant chaos of the twists and turns of the road as Hoagie leads them away from the GenSOF transport. Not used to the vehicle, Hoagie struggles to maintain his balance as he dips and swerves his way through the Sicklands. Even with the powerful headlights of the Slide, it’s nearly impossible to make out all the boulders and spears of stone that stick out here and there along the road. The brief idea to take the Slide deep into the Sicklands, off-road, is quickly pushed aside as Hoagie nearly loses his head to an outcropping on his left.
All along his sides, blue static blasts rip into the terrain, creating a gauntlet of stone shrapnel. Hoagie can feel the pieces of granite and slate tear into his armor and doesn’t know how much more he can take. His StatShield is obviously down, and without the integration of his visor with the Slide, he has no idea where he’s going or if he’s even headed after the Clean Guard transport or back towards Caldicott City.
The whine of his Slide is joined by the sounds of the others and he risks a glance over his shoulder. All three are right there, only inches off his tail. They have only been playing with him.
Hoagie weighs his options. 
He can keep running, leading the Slides farther and farther away from the GenSOF transport, hoping it gives Paulo an advantage so he can take out the two left back there and keep Ton from getting killed. 
Or he can hit the brakes, let the three Slides ram into him and sort it out from there. He could live, he could die, he could be horribly maimed and end up with his limbs strewn across the Sicklands. 
He tries to come up with a third option, but all he has are variations of the first two.
“Fuck it,” Hoagie snarls as he cuts the power to the Slide’s hover skids. 
The machine drops like a rock to the ground and Hoagie is thrown free as the machine flips end over end, tearing itself apart against the rocks and stone that had plagued Hoagie’s flight. The three Slides behind him don’t have a chance to adjust their course and collide with his Slide and each other. White armored riders are flung into the landscape, their bodies hitting hard against the unforgiving terrain. 
Hoagie’s vision is clouded by grit, and he tries to wipe it from his eyes, but his left arm won’t obey, pinned under a rock, while his right only responds with waves of shooting agony. He looks over and can see the bones of his radius sticking out of the black armor that covers his forearm. Glancing at his right leg, he can see things are even worse there from the unnatural angle it lies.
“Not…good,” he croaks as he spits blood and dirt from his mouth.
He knows he needs to get his left arm free and draw his weapon, as he hears the crunch of boots on gravel, but it is wedged too tightly under the rock. The rock must have shifted just enough when he hit it to trap his arm, and without his other arm to shove it loose, he’s stuck tight.
The boot steps get louder and louder, and Hoagie cranes his neck around, trying to find which direction they are coming from.
Then, standing above him is a vision out of a nightmare.
It’s not the white of the Clean Guard he expected, but the dirty browns and greys of Sicklands rags. Covered from head to toe in a variety of materials, a man stares down at Hoagie, his eyes obscured by thick, black goggles. In his hands is a long rifle, a model Hoagie hasn’t seen in years. The muzzle of the rifle starts to glow blue and Hoagie closes his eyes.
When the blast comes, Hoagie is ready. He has said his goodbyes to the world many times before heading out on missions, and this one was no exception. His conscience is clear and despite the fucked up nature of everything, he knows he’s going to die with honor. 
A second blast and a third is heard and Hoagie wonders why he can’t feel them. Did he break his neck or back in the crash? Is he paralyzed?
No, no, he can feel his broken arm and leg pretty fucking well.
He cracks open an eye and sees the man standing over him, rifle to his shoulder, firing blast after blast. Then Hoagie realizes those aren’t the only blasts he’s hearing. He watches the man calmly keep firing until he at last lowers the rifle.
“Clear!” he shouts, throwing up his hand and giving a thumbs up. “Marco?”
“Clear, boss!” someone shouts.
“Collette?”
“Clear here, Red!”
“Nick?”
“We are covered, boss! What now?”
The man crouches by Hoagie’s head and lifts up his goggles, he pulls the rags away from his face and smiles down at the operator.
“What’s your name, operator?” the man asks.
“Uh…GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Hogarth Menendez,” Hoagie replies. 
“Good to meet you, operator,” the man says, patting Hoagie on the shoulder. “I’m Red. How’s about we get you clear of that rock and try to fix that arm and leg up for ya?”
“Yeah, uh, that would be great,” Hoagie says. “But…who the fuck are you?”
“Who do I look like?” Red asks.
“A Cootie,” Hoagie replies.
“Good,” Red smiles. “That’s the look I was going for.” He puts his fingers to his lips and whistles loud. A bug hound trots up next to him and sits, waiting for orders. “Zeus? This is GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Hogarth Menendez.” He looks down at Hoagie again. “You got a nickname, son? I don’t think you like being called Hogarth.”
“Hoagie,” Hoagie replies. “I go by Hoagie.”
“Zeus, this is Hoagie,” Red tells the dog who is normal sized and clean, not like the massive animals that attacked Zebra squad back at the transport. “He’s good people, got it? No eating.”
Zeus barks once then licks Hoagie’s face.
“Good boy,” Red says as he stands and whistles again. “Coffin squad! Let’s get this operator free and hoof it back to that transport! There are still two Slides to deal with!”
Boots hurry towards them and Hoagie is soon staring up at three more rag-covered people, each holding a different type of rifle with their own healthy looking bug hounds standing at their sides. One of the people nods and kneels down next to the rock that has Hoagie pinned.
“Should be easy enough,” the man says, placing his shoulder against the rock. “Squad ready?”
“We got him,” a woman says as she grabs Hoagie’s good leg while Red grabs his shoulders. The third man stands over them, his rifle up, covering the area while they work.
“Hey, hey, wait!” Hoagie shouts. 
But they don’t. 
He screams as he’s pulled free and his broken limbs bounce across the ground.
“Sorry about that,” Red says. “But we’re in a hurry.”
“Yeah…” Hoagie gasps. Despite being trained to swallow levels of pain that would kill others, Hoagie stays conscious for approximately two seconds.
“He held out longer than I thought,” Marco says.
“GenSOF all the way,” Red smiles. “Get him up and let’s go.”
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The two Slides lay on the ground, their riders between them, using the vehicles for cover as one rider shoots at Paulo hiding behind the pile of bug hound corpses and the other shoots at the transport where Milo I shooting from the hatch, using the cylinder for cover.
“Eventually you’ll run out of charge on those pistols!” Paulo shouts.
“You will too!” a rider yells at him.
“But can you kill me with your bare hands?” Paulo asks.
“We’re Clean Guard!” the other rider shouts, firing at Milo.
“That doesn’t answer the question!” Milo yells, returning the fire.
He ducks down as three successive blasts nail the cylinder. A loud hissing is heard and the cylinder control lights turn from green to red. Seams appear on the side and the top slides away.
“What the hell?” Jersey asks, her voice groggy. She starts to sit up, but Milo shoves her back in the cylinder. “Hey!”
“You want to get your head blown off, lady?” Milo asks. “Stay down!”
The two riders look at each other, check their weapons, and decide to make a move towards Paulo since he has the least cover. They leap from behind the Slides and rush forward, pistols up and firing.
But they only get a couple steps before they go flying, their bodies knocked to the ground by several static blasts.
“Clear!” Marco shouts, kneeling by the corner of the transport. “Operators! Do you hear me?”
“We hear you,” Milo replies. “Who the hell are you?”
“Coffin squad,” Marco says. “We’re the cavalry.”
“There is no Coffin squad in GenSOF!” Paulo yells. “Nice try, you Clean Guard fucks!”
“That’s because we aren’t GenSOF,” Red says from behind Paulo. His rifle is up, but his hand is out in a placating gesture. “Don’t shoot, okay?”
Munch is at Paulo’s side and he starts to growl, but stops when Zeus steps next to Red. The two bug hounds watch each other then Munch sits, his mouth open, tongue hanging out. Zeus matches the behavior.
“See?” Red says. “All cool, operator.”
Paulo looks at the way the man carries himself and holds his weapon, realizing even if he can turn and shoot fast enough to hit the man, he doubts he’ll live through it, even with Munch’s help. Who doesn’t look like he’ll be much help at all. Paulo sets his rifle aside and it snaps back into short baton form. Munch whines a little, but stays by his operator’s side, still casually watching Zeus.
“That’s new,” Red says, looking at the baton. “How does it change mass like that?”
“Not a clue,” Paulo says. “Been trying to work that out myself for years now.”
“Years?” Red asks, kneeling down, trying to look less threatening, but staying out of striking range. “That means they must have been in development just as I got out. Bummer I didn’t have a chance to take one with me. Sure would beat lugging this around.”
He pats his rifle and Paulo studies the weapon.
“Horstein LK-92?” Paulo asks. “Those have been out of use since before I became Courier Class.” He looks into Red’s eyes. “Who the fuck are you?”
“Red,” Red smiles, offering his hand then pulling it back. “Not going to try anything, are you?”
“I wouldn’t admit it if I was,” Paulo says. “But pieces are falling into place, so no, I don’t think I will.”
Red offers his hand again and Paulo takes it. Red stands and helps Paulo to his feet as Munch watches them both closely.
“Good dog,” Red says.
“Yeah, he is,” Paulo says. “So’s yours.”
“Thanks,” Red says. “You injured?”
“Nope, just took a tumble,” Paulo says. “I got lucky.”
“That you did,” Red nods. “Let’s check on the rest of your squad. Care to tell your friend in the transport not to shoot?”
“Milo? Chill,” Paulo calls out. “Friendlies, not hostiles.”
“And you confirmed that how?” Milo yells.
“Because I’m still alive to say they are friendlies and not hostiles!” Paulo yells back.
“Makes sense,” Milo says. “Where’s everyone else?”
“My people have Hoagie,” Red nods as Collette and Nick carry the unconscious sergeant from around the transport, Marco leading the way, rifle up and watching everything. Their bug hounds follow behind then split up, setting a perimeter around the area. Zeus goes and joins them. “He had a spill fighting off Slide riders. Won’t be using that arm or leg for a while.”
“If the transport was working we could get him patched up,” Paulo says, waving at the upside down vehicle. “But that ain’t happening soon.” Munch trots off and picks a spot in the bug hound perimeter. The other dogs spread themselves out so they are evenly spaced. “Hey! Seriously, dog? Oh, never mind.”
“What’s wrong with the transport?” Jersey asks, sitting up from the cylinder. She looks at Milo. “I’m assuming it’s all safe?”
“We’re in the Sicklands, lady,” Milo says. “Nothing is safe out here.”
“What the hell?” Red asks, stopping where he stands. “Why are you here? Jersey? What is going on?”
She looks over and her eyes go wide. “Red?” She looks around her. “Wait? What’s happening?”
“We got word it was going down,” Red says. “Tracked the signal as soon as the transport left Caldicott City. I have three squads waiting about forty clicks ahead, ready to pounce. When the transport didn’t show as scheduled I grabbed my squad and hiked it this way.”
“Crap,” Jersey says, rubbing her forehead. “I must have been tagged somehow. Last thing I remember was getting my day’s quota ready for pick up. The bell rang, I opened the door, and that’s it.”
“Jesus,” Red says. “If they know about you then others may be compromised.”
“No shit,” Jersey says. “You just figuring that out?”
Red raises a finger and frowns at her. She holds up her hands apologetically.
“Sorry, sorry, getting human trafficked makes me grumpy,” Jersey says. She studies the transport and matches Red’s frown. “You know this should be the other side up, right?”
“Someone, tell me what’s going on,” Paulo says as he kneels next to Ton’s body. Snorts lies next to her operator, her eyes studying everything carefully.
“Good girl,” Paulo says and pats Snorts’ head.
“He alive?” Milo asks.
“He’s breathing,” Paulo says. “But pretty banged up. That doctor went all ape shit on him.”
“Doctor Mona DeBeers,” Red spits. “Ape shit doesn’t begin to describe her. That woman has some loose screws up top.”
Jersey gasps and scrambles up out of the cylinder. She stumbles past Milo and wedges herself into a corner of the transport.
“She’s that scary?” Milo asks.
“No, no, my StatShield is off,” she says. “This is the Sicklands. You are all GenSOF. I’m fucking dead.”
“Oh,” Milo says. “Yeah, that is not good.”
Red appears at the transport hatch, but backs off when Tequila stands and raises his hackles, a low rumble coming from his throat as he blocks Red’s way.
“Tequila, calm,” Milo says. The bug hound lies down, but doesn’t move from the hatch opening.
“Thanks,” Red says and nods at Milo then looks over at Jersey. “Press your wrist. Just calm down and press your wrist. It was taken offline when you were put into stasis.”
Jersey nods, her bottom lip trembling. “Oh, right, yeah. I’m not supposed to leave CC. That’s not my job, not part of the plan. I’m intel and tech, not get sick and die.” She presses her wrist and blue static shimmers over her. “Let’s hope I haven’t already been exposed to anything lethal.”
“You can StatMist when we get the transport up and running,” Red says. “Think you are up for that?”
Jersey looks around and studies the condition the vehicle is in. She sees the cables sticking out from the wall. “Yeah, if that isn’t too much of a mess. Who just starts yanking cables out?”
“Me! And again, will someone tell us what is going on?” Paulo asks, leaving Ton and walking over to check on Hoagie as Nick and Collette set him down. “You people are obviously trained, but you said you weren’t GenSOF.”
“Not anymore,” Marco says. “Not after what they did to us.”
“I wish Ton were awake,” Red says. “He’d be useful as I try to explain.”
“Wait, you know LT?” Milo asks. “Jesus…are you-”
He’s cut off as the line of dogs start to make quiet woofing sounds. Not barks, but loud enough to get everyone’s attention.
Red, Marco, Nick, Collette, and Paulo all spin and raise their rifles as someone walks out of the darkness.
“Just me,” the boy says. “Can someone cut me loose?”
The kid walks closer and the dogs part, letting him through. They close ranks on Gorge, who is trailing the boy, but after some butt sniffing, they decide she’s good and let her through. She trots up and sits next to the kid, her eyes on Red, then sniffs the air and looks towards the transport. She runs to it and hurries inside, stopping right next to Jersey. She sniffs again and then gives a low whine, her tail wagging slightly.
“She knows you? How?” Milo asks. “Who the hell are you, lady?”
“Long story,” Jersey says, carefully reaching out and patting Gorge on the head. “Hey, girl. You know my smell, don’t you? Smelled it on your daddy? Where is your daddy?”
“Uh, we don’t really consider ourselves bug hound daddies,” Milo says.
“Well, you should,” Jersey snaps.
Outside, Red smiles down at the boy.
“Hey, son,” Red says. “You okay, Jude?”
“As always, Pop,” the boy replies, turning to show his wrists. “Cut me?”
Red pulls a knife from his belt and slits the binding, freeing Jude’s wrist.
“Pop? Jude?” Paulo asks. “Will someone tell me who you are before I lose my freaking mind?” He stops and takes a step back. “Wait…you’re GenWrecks, aren’t you?”
“GenWrecks?” Jude grins, rubbing his wrists. He wipes his forehead and the “sores” come right off. He flicks the gunk to the ground and wipes his hand on his clothes. “I hate that name.”
“We’re the resistance,” Jersey calls out.
“Part of it,” Red says. “And we won’t be for much longer unless we can get the transport up and going.”
“On it,” Jersey says. “Think you big strong soldiers can flip this thing?”
“Not without the hover skids at least partially operational,” Red says.
“We can use the Slides,” Marco says.
“Good call. Make that happen,” Red responds then looks at Paulo. “You cool, operator? You look a little green.”
“I’m solid, man,” Paulo says. “Just confused as hell.”
“We get the transport up and Worm will explain it all,” Red says. “But right now, we need to flip this bitch and get moving. They get Blaze to Control and shit is going to get a lot harder.”
“Blaze is at Control?” Jersey cries. “No! They’ll slice and dice him up!”
“Exactly, so you better hustle your ass with the fixing,” Red says.
“On it,” Jersey nods.
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“Static weapon signatures previously detected are moving closer,” the AiSP announces. “Engagement in fifteen seconds.”
Four Clean Guard troopers spin about in their seats, hands integrating into the transport’s weapons control ports.
“IRIS up,” Dr. DeBeers says. “AiSP? Assign each trooper a target and open ports. We do not have time to stop, and need to take out these things right now.”
The troopers’ eyes all go black and they stand and turn to the walls as small portholes open wide enough to slide their rifles through. The image of the landscape is superimposed across their retinas and they are each assigned a static weapon signature to target. 
“AiSP? Take control of the Clean Guard,” Dr. DeBeers orders. “They are yours.”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP replies.
“Hold on now,” the driver protests. “You can’t take over an entire transport of Clean Guard! AiSPs are not allowed-”
He goes quiet, as his eyes turn black.
“Thank you, AiSP,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I do not brook dissension of that sort. Activate full view on my ISIS.”
“Done, doctor,” the AiSP says. “Engagement in one second.”
The transport begins to shake and shudder as blast after blast hits it.  The troopers all respond in kind and soon the attack is over. Fifty yards of travel and the battle is done. 
“Any survivors?” Dr. DeBeers asks.
“No, doctor,” the AiSP replies. “Shall I relinquish control of the Clean Guard?”
“No, there could be more along the route,” Dr. DeBeers says. “It’ll be easier if you maintain control over the troopers during the duration of the trip.”
“Understood, doctor,” the AiSP says. “Would you care for an update on Sergeant Crouch?”
“No,” Dr. DeBeers replies. “I will examine him myself.”
She moves to the seat next to where Blaze is strapped in, shoving two troopers out of the way. When a hard slap to the cheek doesn’t rouse him, she pulls a baton, adjusts the charge, and jams it against his ribs. One shock and his eyes are wide open, his hands and feet struggling against his bonds.
“What the fuck?” he shouts. “What the hell?”
“Hello, Sergeant Crouch,” Dr. DeBeers says. “May I call you Simon? Or do you prefer your squad nickname of Blaze? I believe that is what your traitor of a girlfriend calls you as well.”
Blaze studies his surroundings, taking in the details of the Clean Guard transport. He quickly realizes the troopers are all under AiSP control. Easy to spot if you know the body language.
“Did you kill my squad?” Blaze asks. “Are they dead?”
“They will be,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Although I haven’t heard from the Slides yet. AiSP? Have any riders reported?”
“No, doctor,” the AiSP responds in the doctor’s com only. “I do show Slides still operational, but not moving. Unfortunately, my control of the troopers is limiting my ability to check vital signs on the riders. However, I am detecting-”
“Doesn’t matter,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Even if they killed the riders, they won’t last long in the Sicklands without an operational transport or an AiSP.”
“We’re GenSOF,” Blaze says defiantly. “We can handle anything.”
“Couldn’t handle the Clean Guard though,” Dr. DeBeers says then coughs. “But I’m not here to measure dicks, Sergeant. I’m here to get you to Control safe and sound. You are a very valuable commodity.”
“I’m just an operator,” Blaze says. “Loyal to the Clean Nation cities and Control. I honestly don’t know why you are doing this.”
“No, of course you don’t,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Why would you? You take orders and carry out orders.” She waves her hand over his body and his vital statistics show up on her IRIS. “Oh, except for when you illegally leave GenSOF tower to go slumming with that slut of yours.”
Blaze narrows his eyes, but doesn’t take the bait.
“Impressive discipline,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Your pulse barely elevated at the insult. I would imagine your pulse would rise if I told you that your girlfriend is most likely dead. No? Interesting.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Blaze says.
“Sure you do,” Dr. DeBeers says, waving her other hand in the air.  The image of Jersey Cale comes up, floating in mid air. “You’ve known this woman since you were adolescents. You were a known couple, getting close to registering, before you were inducted into GenSOF.”
“I knew my duty,” Blaze says. “Very few have the genetic makeup to become GenSOF. I couldn’t be selfish and choose my personal life over the lives of others.”
“So brave,” Dr. DeBeers says. “No wonder she’s enthralled by you. It is a pity that has gotten her killed.”
Blaze watches as the image of Jersey is replaced by one of the damaged transport. Paulo is standing by the hatch with two men and a woman that Blaze doesn’t recognize. They are talking and pointing, but Blaze can’t hear what they are saying. Then a person leans out of the hatch, her face red as she starts yelling at the men and woman. 
Jersey.
“Not hard to fake,” Blaze says. “There’s no way she’s at the transport. Where would she have even…”
“Is your brain catching up?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “I hope so because I would rather not have to explain every detail.”
“Who are in the other cylinders?” Blaze asks. “My mom? My kindergarten teacher?”
“No, no,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Just some debutante and two pieces of Burn trash. I believe you saved the debutante from the Burn trash the other day.”
“Who…? Oh, right,” Blaze nods. It all comes back. It was the young woman’s image he saw back in the transport bay when the cylinders were being loaded. He didn’t make the connection then, but now it makes sense.
“Are you with me now?” Dr. DeBeers asks.
“Them? Why them?” Blaze asks. “I don’t even know them.”
“Really? No? But you had contact with them,” Dr. DeBeers says. “It has taken us so long to figure out where you go and who you see. It was beyond fortuitous that I was in Caldicott City when it happened.”
“When what happened?”
“When your guard was finally let down,” Dr. DeBeers says. “For a split second, your location was logged outside the GenSOF tower.”
Blaze thought back to the young woman and the Cleaner she set off. Shit. It had fried his medallion briefly before Worm could get it operational again. That must have been when they tagged him.
“I can see how hard you are thinking,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Let me fill in some details. We found your signal then triangulated that with possible citizens you may have known.”
“I was just out for a walk,” Blaze says. “It gets claustrophobic in the tower sometimes.”
“I’m sure that excuse would have worked with GenSOF brass,” Dr. DeBeers laughed. “They would have demoted you, put you on some horrible duty that insults operators, but they would have let it slide. But they didn’t find you out, Control did.”
“So what? You found me on a walk. Good for you.”
“Good for Ms. Cale,” Dr. DeBeers says, tapping Blaze in the chest. “Because now we have confirmation that exposure to you is not lethal. At least not biologically. Exposure to you emotionally hasn’t proved to be very good for her, though. It resulted in her being tossed into a stasis cylinder and getting left in the Sicklands. Which is a total waste since her system would have proven that the unauthorized bacteria inside you are not only Strain resistant, but non-lethal to others.”
Blaze just stares at her, not comprehending a thing she is saying. Dr. DeBeers sighs.
“We aren’t the bad guys, Sergeant,” she says. “You have been experimented on without your consent.”
“GenSOF can conduct any research it wants,” Blaze states. “That’s part of the job.”
“I’m not talking about GenSOF or Control,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I’m talking about those GenWrecks. I’m talking about the resistance. They inoculated you with a new bacterial culture in hopes of overthrowing the Strains. Early results are promising. Ms. Cole’s bacterial load has been changing over time according to her health scans. But we need an actual autopsy to confirm specific new strains.”
“Her loads? What do you mean?” Blaze asks. “God…we were so careful. No contact unless her StatShield was in place.” He blanches. “Wait, did you say autopsy?”
“StatShields,” Dr. DeBeers snorts, ignoring Blaze’s autopsy question. “They are not nearly as effective as the general population is lead to believe.” She pats his shoulder. “If you have intercourse with a woman and ejaculate inside her, even with the StatShield set to full protection, which would include vaginal protection, there is still going to be contamination. It may be safe for general population to copulate freely, but not a GenSOF operator. At the risk of sounding crude, your load is too strong.”
“You think this is funny, don’t you?” Blaze snaps.
“Not at all, Sergeant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “This is all very serious. Except for the part where you thought you’d get away with it.”
“I’m not getting away with anything!” Blaze shouts. “You took me captive!”
Dr. DeBeers frowns and stands up, looking Blaze over. She studies him for a minute.
“Hmmm,” she says. “Your vitals tell me you actually believe what you are saying. So you are telling me you know nothing about the GenWrecks and their Caldicott City sympathizers at all?”
“Nothing,” Blaze says. “I’ve never met a GenWreck or anyone part of any resistance.”
“Well, that’s not true,” Dr. DeBeers laughs. “We’ve just established you have been sleeping with one of the resistance’s main agents in Caldicott City. You just maybe weren’t aware of it.”
Blaze shakes his head over and over. “No, no, not possible,” Blaze says. “I’ve known Jersey most of my life. I love...”
“You love her, Sergeant?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Is that what you were about to say? That you love her? Strange way to show it since you could have killed her with your GenSOF bacteria at any time. Lucky for her, the resistance’s experimental bacteria you passed on looks to have cultured inside her as well, keeping her safe from the deadlier strains inside you. What a considerate lover you are, Sergeant.” She grins at him, like a predator playing with its prey. “Or maybe it wasn’t luck for Ms. Cale. Possibly, it was part of the plan all along. To see if she could survive the new bacteria and have it pass on to her.”
Everything the doctor says whirls about in Blaze’s mind like a cyclone filled with sharp objects. Each time he tries to reach out and grab a thought, he pulls back, stinging from the pain of thoughts that just don’t make sense.
“I see I have confused you once again,” Dr. DeBeers says. “It’s to be expected. While GenSOF operators are smart, you are chosen for your DNA, not your scientific reasoning ability.”
She reaches down and presses on his wrist.
“AiSP? Please sedate Sergeant Crouch for the remainder of the journey. I need to report to Control and as much as Sergeant Crouch would like to learn more about his predicament, there are certain subjects he is not to know.”
“Hey! Wait…you…” Blaze protests then his head slumps to his chest.
“Thank you, AiSP,” Dr. DeBeers says. “ETA?”
“ETA is 0400, doctor,” the AiSP responds. “Would you like me to hail Control for you?”
“Yes,” Dr. DeBeers says. “And make me a cup of stimbrew too. I’m exhausted.”
“Your vital signs are weakening, doctor,” the AiSP says. A blue light descends from the ceiling and wraps around Dr. DeBeers. “I have detected foreign bacteria in your system.”
“Possible,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Have Control institute lockdown for when I arrive.”
“Doctor?” the AiSP asks. “A full facility lockdown? It would be wiser for you to be quarantined.”
“I caught the little shit and I’ll be the one to study him!” Dr. DeBeers shouts, her face flushed, her chest tight. “Inform Management of my orders! Now!”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP responds.
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“You undo my work and I’ll be pissed,” Jersey says, watching as Paulo and Marco angle the Slides up against the transport. “It took me forever to get those cables back in place.”
“Relax,” Red says. “Are you sure the transport will be operational once it’s upright?”
“Sure? No. But there’s a good chance,” Jersey replies. “All I have to do is get Worm up and going and he can do the heavy lifting with the diagnostics and systems repair.”
“And what makes you think Worm is still in there?” Red asks. “Being severed from the sat link can really mess with an AiSP.”
“Worm knows the protocol,” Jersey says, smiling. “I’m sure he embedded into the transport as soon as possible. It’s Tranny Eighteen which means the servers are doubled and insulated against even a static blast. Hell, Worm could probably live through a nuclear EMP. Good thing Milly was on the ball and assigned Zebra squad Eighteen.”
“And a good thing she was able to give me a heads up Blaze was being sent to Control,” Red says.
“Pop? Dogs are getting nervous,” Jude says, walking up to the two. “Want me to take one and scout? Could be Cooties coming back.”
“So you aren’t Cooties?” Milo asks, propped up on his elbows a few feet away, watching the Slides move slowly under the transport.
“Nope,” Red says. “Cooties are a whole other thing.” He hooks a thumb over his shoulder at the pile of human corpses and the pile of dog corpses. “Sicklands messes their shit up. GenWrecks can live out here without the syphilitic insanity and intestinal lesions only because of our loads.”
“How’d they get the dogs?” Milo asks. “I haven’t seen Cooties with bug hounds before. Seems kinda useless since bug hounds are designed to sniff out bacterial infection in people and then put them down.”
“You are asking the right questions,” Red says. “But I don’t have any of the answers. Those dogs started showing up a while back. They aren’t with the Cooties. If anything, the Cooties follow them. There’s a lot of weird shit out here in the Sicklands. Weirder than even I could imagine.”
“Pop?” Jude presses.
“Stay close, son,” Red says. “Stay by the dogs and keep watch. They’ll let us know when we need to really pay attention.”
Jude nods and hurries back to the perimeter of bug hounds, becoming a shadow in the night like the dogs.
“Good kid,” Milo says. “Must be tough having him out here.”
“Not at all,” Red smiles. “Best thing that happened to me. I’m not as young as I’d like to be, but a GenSOF operator having kids? Never thought it possible when I was living in the tower.”
“Why’d you leave?” Milo asks.
“He didn’t,” Jersey says. “None of them did.”
“Huh?” Milo asks. “GenWrecks are the ones that can’t hack life in the Clean Nations, no offense. Or ones that refuse to be retired and taken care of. We all know that.”
“Propaganda is an amazing thing,” Red sighs. “GenWrecks aren’t volunteers. We aren’t operators that flee the cities or retirees refusing to become ash in the incinerators. Brother, this isn’t by choice, this is forced exile.”
“Man, you are blowing my mind,” Milo says. “Or that could be the painkillers pumping through me. Props to you, Jersey, for making that happen.”
“I know my meds,” Jersey smiles.
“There is a lot we don’t know,” Red says. “More than I’m comfortable with. I’ll let Worm explain more since he’s the real mastermind behind it all.”
Red laughs at the look on Milo’s face, but before he can say anything, Ton starts to stir next to Milo.
“Hey, pal,” Red says, walking over and kneeling down. “Long time no see, brother.”
Ton blinks a couple of times, rubs his eyes, blinks some more then looks about at the faces around him.
“You make sense,” Ton says, pointing at Milo. Then he points at Red. “You don’t.”
“Living the dream, Ton,” Red says, spreading his arms. “Fresh air, plenty of room, staying one step ahead of the Cooties that want to kill me and do whatever it is Cooties like to do. Which you really don’t want to know about, believe you me. Oh, and there really isn’t any fresh air.”
“You’re dead,” Ton says. “I watched you die.”
“No, you didn’t,” Red says. 
“Then you did go full GenWreck,” Ton says, closing his eyes for a second. “I knew it.”
 “Not quite,” Red says, shaking his head.
“There’s a backstory,” Milo says. “Worm will explain once Jersey gets him operational.”
“Hey,” Jersey says, waving. “I’m Jersey. I’ve heard a lot about you from Blaze.”
“That information didn’t help,” Ton says, trying to get up and failing. “Ow. What hit me?”
“What didn’t?” Red says. “Just stay put. We’re getting the transport up and then we’ll move everyone inside.”
“Even the dogs? That’s a lot of fur,” Milo says.
“Marco and Collette will ride the Slides,” Red says. “Their bug hounds can ride bitch.”
“Bug hounds on Slides?” Milo laughs. “Now I know you’re crazy.”
Tequila growls low.
“No offense, boy,” Milo says. Tequila huffs.
“They’re old pros,” Red says. “A bug hound in the Sicklands learns to adapt.”
“I can’t believe Control let you keep your dogs,” Milo says.
“They didn’t,” Red replies. “These were gifts.”
“From whom?” Ton asks.
A loud clang and crash gets their attention and they watch the transport wobble back and forth after being shoved right side up.
“You’ll see,” Red says. “Jersey?”
“On it,” Jersey says. “It’ll take me a couple minutes. I have to run diagnostics before I start him up or I could fry his entire Ai.”
“Do what you need to,” Red says. “Just don’t take all night.”
“Don’t push me,” Jersey frowns. “I know the stakes better than anyone.”
She hurries into the transport, leaving the others to wait it out. In less than five minutes, a hum can be heard and the transport powers up, lifting slightly into the air as the hover skids activate.
“I need you guys to do manual checks on the wheels,” Jersey says. “I’ll keep the skids powered while you make sure the axles aren’t warped.”
Red, Paulo, Marco, and Collette each take a wheel, double-checking the couplings and axel interfaces.
“All good!” Red calls out.
The hover skids are powered down and the transport whumps onto the dirt, its wheels settling under the weight of the vehicle.
“I can still drive,” Milo says. “Just get me in my seat.”
“You aren’t doing shit, operator,” Ton orders. He looks over at Red.
“Nick’s my best driver,” Red says. “He clocked Fallout Canyon in less than ten.”
“Seriously?” Milo asks. “Fuck, then he’s got the job for sure. Fallout Canyon in less than ten?”
“I could have done it under nine, but we hit a patch of Cooties,” Nick says, walking up to them all. He whistles and smacks his leg and the bug hounds leave the perimeter and fall in line behind him. “We set to go?”
“Jersey?” Red asks.
“Hold on!” she shouts from inside the transport.
“Holding,” Red smiles. “She doesn’t like to be pushed.”
“I heard that, old man!” Jersey says.
It seems like forever, then Zebra squad all cringe as the com comes back to life and Worm’s voice explodes in their ears.
“Are you reading me?” Worm asks.
“Turn it down, Worm,” Ton says. “I’m wrecked enough.”
“You don’t know wrecked,” Red grins.
“I see you have made contact with Captain Blakely,” Worm says, his voice echoing out of the transport so all can hear.
“It’s just Red, Worm,” Red corrects. “I haven’t been a captain for a long time.”
“Your service within the GenSOF squads is exemplar,” Worm says. “You still deserve to be called a captain, sir.”
“Thanks, Worm,” Red says. “But how about you make sure the transport is ready to roll out? We have an operator to rescue.”
There’s a split-second pause then, “I see by the time lapse that I have missed quite a few events. Ms. Cale has been released from her stasis cylinder. Hello, Ms. Cale. And thank you for bringing me back online.”
“Hey, Worm,” Jersey says. “And you are welcome.”
“Sergeant Kailua is injured, but stable,” Worm continues. “Lieutenant Lane is suffering from a small concussion, but it is not life threatening. I am worried about Sergeant Menendez, as that broken leg has developed a clot. In fifteen minutes time he could die from a brain aneurism.”
They all look over at the unconscious operator.
“Can you fix the clot?” Ton asks.
“I can isolate it and keep it from moving, Lieutenant,” Worm replies. “But the transport’s medical system is not capable of removing the clot at this time.” Worm pauses. “I do not detect Canine Unit Belly or Sergeant Crouch.”
Gorge gives a sharp bark.
“Belly didn’t make it,” Paulo says. “And Blaze has been captured by the Clean Guard and is being taken back to Control.”
“This is most unfortunate,” Worm says. “This will put the time table back by a considerable amount, not to mention the almost certain demise of Sergeant Crouch.”
“There’s nothing certain about that!” Jersey snaps. “We’ll get there! Connect to the sat and find out where they are!”
“I cannot connect to the satellite,” Worm says. “Not without risk of detection and possible sequester. In fact, I am going to have to ask that all PSCs be removed immediately.”
“Wait, what?” Ton asks. “You want to take out our personal sat chips? That’ll kill our coms as well as our StatShields.”
“It will also remove you from Control surveillance, Lieutenant,” Worm says. “You are now officially part of the resistance and considered a traitor to the Clean Nation cities. I am sorry, but if I leave your PSCs in place you can be monitored and potentially turned against us.”
“What about me?” Jersey asks. “I drop my StatShield and I’m exposed to every bug out here.”
“You will be fine,” Worm says. “Your exuberant copulation with Sergeant Crouch has passed on the probiotic from him to you. I have monitored your system for months. The last test confirmed my findings. Technically, you are able to handle more Strain loads than any of the operators present, with the exception of Coffin squad.”
“Exuberant copulation?” Paulo asks as he and Nick help carry a stirring Hoagie into the transport. They get him settled and go back for Milo.
“Shut it, prick,” Jersey says. “This is all bullshit. How will we get inside Control? This wasn’t supposed to get this far.”
“Apparently, Dr. DeBeers’s paranoia is clearer than we thought,” Red says. “Somehow, she got to you before we could.”
“No, I don’t think it was Control,” Ton says. “The Cooties stopped us.”
“Cooties?” Marco laughs. “Have you ever really talked to a Cootie? Their brains are soup. They can’t coordinate an attack on a transport.”
“Unless it’s related to something else,” Red says.
“What?” Jon asks, but Red just shakes his head.
Jersey looks at the other three stasis cylinders then at the one sitting just outside the hatch. “Hold on. I have an idea.”
“Leave them be,” Red says, seeing where she’s looking. He takes a seat next to Ton and straps in. Zeus pads over and lies on his feet, as does Snorts on Ton’s. “It’ll keep them from getting under foot.”
“Shut up,” Jersey says. “I’m thinking.” She walks out of the transport and eyes the Clean Guard bodies strewn about. “Worm? Can you piggyback PSCs? Is there a way to do that?”
“Piggyback, Ms. Cole? I am unsure of the term,” Worm replies.
“What are you thinking?” Red asks.
“With the head start DeBeers has there’s no way we’ll catch up before they get to Control,” Jersey says.
“You’ve never seen me drive,” Nick says.
“Ms. Cole is correct,” Worm responds. “Even pushed to full power, the Clean Guard transport has an insurmountable lead. It is why I stated previously that-”
“Worm, not now, we all know you are super smart,” Jersey says. “But are you smart enough to trick the sat scans and Control into thinking the PSCs on us are those Clean Guard troopers’ PSCs? That’s what I need to know.”
“It could be possible,” Worm replies. “They would need to be fused together, which would involve considerable pain and discomfort.”
“Already there,” Ton says.
“Yeah, tell me about it,” Milo replies.
Jersey looks at the members of the two squads, then at the stasis cylinders.
“The crap part is I’ll have to go back in there,” she states.
Red and Ton look at each other and smile.
“You make us look like Clean Guard, right?” Ton asks.
“And we deliver the goods,” Red says. “You won’t have to piggyback Coffin squad since we don’t have PSCs any longer.”
“Let’s strip the bodies and cut off some arms,” Jersey says. “I can do the work on the way. The transport stays offline until I’m done. It’s damaged anyway so that will be a good cover story when we hit Control.”
“Stripping bodies and cutting off arms?” Milo asks. “Is this how GenWrecks roll in the Sicklands?”
“You do what you have to,” Red says and sighs as Jude walks into the transport.
“Where do I si-” Jude starts to ask, but Red points at him and shakes his head.
“No,” Red says. “You return to base and wait for orders. You’ll have to take the dogs as well as Sergeants Menendez and Kailua.”
“Whoa, what?” Milo asks. “You’re leaving us here?”
“You’re too wounded,” Ton says. “We get in the shit and you can’t fight. Even if we can trick Control with the PSCs, once they start doing a full med work up on you, they’ll match your DNA and everything will be blown to shit.”
“And the dogs?” Paulo asks, looking at Munch. “I’m gonna feel naked without my bug hound.”
“Clean Guard don’t have bug hounds,” Red says. “They can’t come with. Leave them out here and it’ll look like the squad was put down and the dogs ran off.” He looks at Jude and shakes his head. “Which means you can’t go back to base. You’ll need to squat in one of the bolt holes until we send word it’s all clear. Stay by the com.”
“You have coms?” Milo asks. 
“There are communication relays planted throughout the Sicklands. Not part of the satellite grid,” Worm says. “There is a communications hub in Coffin base that connects to different safe coms throughout the Sicklands. Jude will need to get to one of those and get you all secured.”
“Coffin base?” Ton asks. “How many bases and GenWreck squads are there?”
“Not enough,” Red replies. “We’re spread thin and don’t have the resources to do anything yet.”
“Can I ask why you are doing anything at all?” Paulo asks. “Why go after Control? They are the ones keeping the Strains from wiping everyone out.”
“Control used to be called the Centers for Disease Control generations ago before the Strains brought the world to its knees,” Red says. “At first, they were the ones trying to protect us. Then it changed. Control doesn’t care about humanity the way we do. Control sees humanity like subjects to be studied and experimented on. Control lost its path a long time ago.”
“Why would people do that?” Milo asks. “We barely survived the plagues, why mess with the balance even more?”
“Heh, people,” Jersey snorts. “Right.”
“Ms. Cale has a theory that it is not people doing this, but an AiSP,” Worm says. “Which I wholly disagree with. Control does have many imposing AiSPs, but they are not strong enough to orchestrate a plan such as this.”
“You have,” Jersey says. “If you can help build the resistance then who is to say another AiSP isn’t building the opposite.”
“I would be aware of an intelligence that strong,” Worm states. “And I have only helped with the resistance, not built it. An artificial intelligence on the scale you suggest would be far more powerful than my meager abilities.”
“I’m just saying-” Jersey starts. “Screw it, not debating this again with you, Worm. Let’s get the uniforms and PSCs. We need to get moving now.”
“Not to put a damper on your plans,” Milo says. “But I’m not hiking out of here.”
“The Slides,” Jude says. “You two go on the Slides, the dogs pull the Slides.”
“Smart kid,” Milo smiles.
“Yep,” Red nods as he stands and looks down at Zeus. “Sorry, boy. You have to go with Jude. Keep him and the operators alive, got it?”
Zeus looks up at Red with his large black eyes and sniffs then woofs quietly.
“Good pup,” Red smiles and pats the dog on the head then looks at all the other bug hounds, their eyes watching him suspiciously. “I think they all know what’s up. Say goodbye to your bug hounds, operators, it could be a while before we see them again.”
Everyone moves from the transport and gets to work. Sergeants Menendez and Kailua are secured on Slides, after Jersey incapacitates the sat link on the vehicles so they can’t be tracked. 
“The dogs’ PSCs will give away their location,” Jersey says.
“That’s fine,” Red replies. “Control will think they just found a refuge in the Sicklands. We’ll close down that bolt hole after this; consider it compromised.”
The Clean Guard troopers are stripped of their armor and relieved of their arms containing their PSCs. Everything is loaded on board the transport and the operators strap in while Jersey stays outside.
“This is going to suck,” Jersey says as she places a static blade to Milo’s wrist.
“I’m still under the influence of a lot of painkillers,” Milo says, but hisses as Jersey slices him open and removes his PSC. “Fuck. That did suck.”
She moves to Hoagie and thankfully, the operator stays unconscious during the procedure. Making sure the PSCs are destroyed, Jersey nods to Milo then steps into the transport.
“You got this?” Red asks, looking at Jude. “I’m putting a lot on you. Two wounded operators and a pack of unfamiliar bug hounds.” He looks at Jude’s shoulder. “You okay?”
“I got this, Pop,” Jude says. “Just come back alive.”
“And you stay alive,” Red says. “Watch the sensors. If you see any activity from Control coming your way, you get the hell out of there.”
“What about Zebra squad’s bug hounds?” Jude asks. “If Control comes then they can track the dogs. I’ll never get away.”
Red looks over at Ton. Ton nods.
“Leave them if you have to,” Red says. “It sucks, but it’s what has to be done.”
“Got it,” Jude nods. “Good luck.”
“You too, boy,” Red says, clapping his son on the uninjured shoulder. He pulls him into a firm hug then lets him go. “Now get the hell out of here before the Cooties close in. Nick? Ready?”
“Systems are a go,” Nick says. “A little banged up, but a go.”
“Let’s roll,” Red orders. “Time to do the impossible.”
“If it was impossible, I would inform you, Captain,” Worm responds. “While the likelihood of success is slight, there is a chance-”
“Worm? Hush,” Red says.
“I spend most of my day saying that,” Ton laughs. “But it’s usually worded as shut the fuck up.”
“I’ve always been more diplomatic than you, Ton,” Red smiles, getting strapped in. He watches as the transport hatch closes and his son is lost from sight. “Punch it, Nick.”
“Aye aye, sir,” Nick says as he initiates the transport drive and the machine speeds away from the battle site.
Jude, with his bug hound Ajax by his side, watches as the transport hits the route hard and is gone from sight in seconds, lost to the night and whatever fate awaits the squads.
“Come on,” Jude says, glancing over at Milo who is lain out across a Slide, looking very uncomfortable. “We better hurry before those Cooties out there catch up. You aren’t going to die on me, are you?”
“Not that I know of,” Milo replies. “But Hoagie isn’t looking too good. How far is the bolthole? All of this movement could send that blood clot right into his brain.”
“It’s a good fifteen clicks that way,” Jude says, pointing towards the ridge. “I thought Worm stabilized him?”
“He did, but we’re in the Sicklands, kid,” Milo says. “Nothing good happens out here.”
“That depends,” Jude says. “The Sicklands can surprise you.”
“I hope so,” Milo says then waves at the ridge. “After you.”
“Dogs, move out,” Jude orders.
The bug hounds orient themselves with the Slides. It takes them a few yards, but they quickly work it out and get coordinated for efficient movement. They have been given a job and intend to see it through.
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“I have picked up PSC signals from…” the AiSP states.
“Are you planning on finishing that sentence?” Dr. DeBeers asks, settled into the front seat of the Clean Guard transport, her eyes on the route displayed on the windshield view screen. “I can’t read human minds, let alone AiSP minds.”
“I was picking up movement of several PSCs,” the AiSP explains. “All from GenSOF Zebra squad. But the signals are now registering as deceased. However, several members of the Clean Guard are now back online. The anomaly is to be expected with the amount of static discharge released during the fighting.”
“But you have confirmation that Zebra squad has been eliminated?” Dr. DeBeers asks.
“I do, doctor,” the AiSP replies. “I also have confirmation that the Clean Guard troopers have commandeered the GenSOF transport and it is proceeding towards Control.”
 “Can you calculate their ETA?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Based on the last transmission and our current location?”
“There is still too much interference,” the AiSP replies. “Signals are not strong enough for an accurate estimation.”
“That’s why it is called estimation,” Dr. DeBeers snaps. “Just try.”
“They will not catch up to us and will, under my weak estimation, arrive about two hours after us,” the AiSP responds. “I have maintained control of your transport driver and increased his driving efficiency by thirty-two percent. We will arrive at Control in an hour and fifty-seven minutes.”
“Good,” Dr. DeBeers says, settling into her seat. “Wake me when we are thirty minutes out.”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP replies.
“And keep an eye on that transport at all times,” Dr. DeBeers says. “If it deviates from the route for any reason I want to know.”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP replies. “Would you care for a mild sedative in order to sleep easier?”
“No,” Dr. DeBeers says. “From this moment on I need to stay clear. There is no going back now.”
“Management is requesting communication, doctor. Shall I patch them through?”
“No,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Tell them facility lockdown is still a go and they have less than two hours to complete it. Once I have had time to study Sergeant Crouch on my own then I will submit to quarantine, you fucking imbecilic piece of techno-”
She stops and rubs at her temple.
“I’m not sure why I said that,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I’m going to rest. Wake me as ordered.”
“Yes, doctor.”
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“Anything, Worm?” Red asks.
“No, Captain,” Worm replies. “There is too much static discharge interference to be able to accurately scan for life signs.”
“We’re stopping, right?” Collette asks. “If any of our people are still alive then we have to help them.”
Red and Ton share a look.
“If we stop they’ll know something is up,” Ton says.
“We could make it look like transport malfunction,” Nick says. “They’ll buy that.”
“Maybe,” Red says, looking at everyone. “But it is a risk.”
“I could use the extra time,” Jersey says. “I need to make some more mods to my stasis cylinder before I get back in. I leave it as it is and I’ll be locked inside. We don’t want that.”
“Control? This is Clean Guard trooper 85732,” a voice rings out.
“What the fu-” Paulo starts to say then stops when Coffin squad all glare at him.
Red points up at the ceiling and mouths, “Worm.”
“Control?” Worm asks again. “We are having vehicle issues and need to stop for short repairs. We expect to be up and mobile again within the hour. Do you read, Control?”
There is a loud hiss of white noise then a faint voice.
“Clean Guard 85732…interference…you…unidentified transport…malfunction…for repairs,” the voice says. “Location noted…after one hour…copy?”
“Copy that, Control,” Worm responds. “Will report as soon as repairs are completed. Please note we have commandeered Caldicott City GenSOF Transport Eighteen. Contact Dr. DeBeers for more information.”
“Copy…safe…confirm…” the faint voice responds. “Clean…and Control. Out.”
“Clean Guard trooper 85732 out,” Worm replies. “We have just under one hour to search for survivors and for Ms. Cole to complete her alterations to the stasis cylinder.”
“That’ll work,” Red says. “Good job, Worm.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Worm replies. 
Nick brings the transport to a stop and the operators, suited up like Clean Guard, all grab weapons and step out as the hatch opens.
“Jesus,” Ton says, looking about the blast marked terrain. “This may be a waste of time.”
“We have almost an hour,” Red says. “We have to try. Jersey needs the extra time anyway.”
“Well, at the very least we can talk,” Ton says. “I’d rather you tell me what’s going on than Worm. He’ll skip all the important stuff and just state the facts.”
“It’s a long story,” Red says.
“More than an hour long?” Ton asks, snapping his baton into a rifle and placing it to his shoulder.
Red looks at him and the rifle. “We’re here to rescue my folks, not fight them.”
“It’s the Sicklands, Red,” Ton says. “You may be used to them, but I’m not. I’ll feel better with this up.”
“Okay, but no friendly fire,” Red shrugs.
“Take a look at us,” Ton says. “We’re dressed as Clean Guard. If any of your people are still alive we have more to worry from them than they do from us.”
“Good point,” Red nods. “But dial your rifle back to light stun, will ya?”
“I will if you fill me in on what’s going on,” Ton says. “All of it. Start from the beginning.”
“I can’t do that, but I can start where I came in,” Red says. “When I was tossed out on my ass.”
Ton waits, but when Red doesn’t start he looks over at the man and sees he’s holding back tears.
“Jesus, Red, what the hell happened?” Ton asks.
“First, let me destroy everything you know about GenSOF,” Red says. “When we first joined all those years ago we thought we were just ordinary citizens whose genetics matched a certain profile, right?”
“Right,” Ton nods as they move forward with the rest of the operators fanned out around them, all alert for signs of life. Unfortunately, they only come across dismembered corpses, the bodies having been blown apart by direct static blasts.
“That part is true,” Red says. “What isn’t true is that GenSOF was created to battle Cooties and keep the Sicklands’ routes safe from Clean Nation city to Clean Nation city. And to Control. That is only a side effect.”
“How is that a side effect?” Ton asks. “We’ve both seen enough battles to know that all that stands between the Clean Nation cities and the dangers of the Sicklands is GenSOF.”
Red stops and looks at Ton, his eyes heavy and sad. “Man, we are the dangers,” Red says. “To everyone. The bacterial loads we carry? They weren’t designed to keep us safe from the hellish Strains while we are out in this shit. They were designed to spread in the Sicklands and take down the Cooties. We aren’t a fighting force, Ton, we’re a plague.”
“Come on…what?” Ton says. “What does that mean?”
“We are experiments, Ton,” Red says. “Living breathing experiments. And once the bacteria in us has reached a certain stage we are set loose, thrown out into the Sicklands for us to do as much damage as possible. We become GenWrecks not because we have outlived our usefulness, but because we have just obtained it. If Cooties come in contact with us, we spread our new bacteria to them. Some live, but most die. Control is using us to clear out the Sicklands.”
“Why?” Ton asks. “I mean, I get why, sure, but why keep it all a secret? If the Cooties are wiped out then we can retake the Sicklands. Civilization can move beyond the Clean Nation cities. Life can start again without fear of the Strains.”
“Keep walking,” Red says, moving off again. “I’ll try to make it easy. Lord knows it wasn’t easy for me.”
He takes a deep breath and begins again.
“We moved up together in GenSOF, Ton,” Red continues. “Saw a lot of the same shit. Then we were transferred into different squads and kinda lost touch. Last you saw of me was when your squad came to decommission me, right?”
“Yeah,” Ton says. “And we both know why. Her.”
“Her. Right,” Red says. “That’s part of it, man. But I wasn’t killed, just sent to Control. Luckily, she was there. She kept the researchers from doing their worst, but she couldn’t be there for me always. Months went by, years. Then someone else stepped in. An AiSP.”
“Worm, right? But how?” Ton asks.
“Worm is different,” Red says, he looks over his shoulder back at the transport. “He isn’t as one dimensional as other AiSPs. Somewhere along the line, he became something more. And whatever he became didn’t like what Control was doing. So whenever he could, he reached out to me while I was held captive like a lab rat. He started telling me bits and pieces of the truth. He was the one that helped me escape, and spring some others from Control. Then once out here we found other GenWrecks. Those that hadn’t lost their minds. Or been lobotomized and sent out as bacteria bombs. It’s sick, just sick.” He taps his wrist. “Worm had us take out our PSCs so we couldn’t be tracked like the others, couldn’t be analyzed for the ongoing experiment.”
“Worm did all that?” Ton asks. “But what does that have to do with Blaze and Ms. Cale? Or for this resistance?”
“Let me tell you what I know,” Red says. “And this isn’t everything. Worm is holding back. A lot. I don’t know what he’s holding back, but the resistance is only a small part of the overall picture.”
“I’ve got a breather!” Collette shouts.
The operators converge on the body and Paulo kneels close, checking the man’s vital signs.
“Low pulse, barely breathing,” he says. He lifts the man’s eyelids and shakes his head. “Pupils are blown. He’s alive, but there’s nothing in there.”
“Stand off,” Red says. He shoulders his own rifle and takes aim.
“Whoa!” Ton shouts. “What are you doing?”
“Showing mercy,” Red says and fires. The wounded man’s head is obliterated. “He may have been breathing, but he was dead. We can’t take him with and we can’t leave him for the Cooties.”
“Jesus,” Ton says.
“Not much of him around here,” Marco says. “Nor Buddha or Mohammed. Not even the Static God. Just us GenWrecks.”
“Keep searching,” Red says, pointing to the dozens of other bodies.
“You didn’t stop to actually save anyone, did you?” Ton asks.
“Not really,” Red says. “We’ve been hit by Clean Guard before.” He pats his old rifle. “We are outgunned. We stay low. It’s why you know nothing about GenWrecks except for what wild stories you are told. We pop our heads up and we get them shot off.”
“Then why help us?” Paulo asks. “Why risk that?”
“We weren’t helping you specifically,” Red says. “We were helping Sergeant Crouch. He was the target.”
“And this has to do with Worm too, right?” Ton asks.
“Yeah,” Red replies. He points at the bodies again and Coffin squad move out, but Paulo stays close.
“What did I miss?” Paulo asks.
“Later,” Ton says. “Go on, Red.”
“The basic point of an AiSP is to keep GenSOF operators alive and functioning,” Red says. “That’s within the Clean Nation cities and without. Their priority is to maintain health and well being of the operators while also keeping a production of the bacterial cultures growing inside each operator. To keep a proper balance so those cultures can fully mature. In order to do that, the AiSP has to put the operators’ safety first. Save the host, save the cultures.”
“And once those cultures become mature then we are expendable as people, but perfect as subjects to experiment on,” Ton says. “Then become biological weapons.”
“Yep, you got it,” Red says. “Welcome to GenWreck city.”
“There’s a GenWreck city?” Paulo asks.
“It’s a joke,” Red smiles. “Roll with it.” He rubs his brow for a second and continues. “Sergeant Crouch was tagged young, just like we all were, because of his genetic predisposition to handle the new bacterial loads. What Control didn’t know, at least not until much later, was that Sergeant Crouch’s system was slightly different. The bacteria we are born with didn’t want to give up its real estate to the new cultures. It refused to yield.”
“But ours did yield?” Paulo asks.
“Yeah, yours, mine, Ton’s, all the GenSOF operators,” Red says. “Our natural cultures were slowly pushed out and dominated by the new GenSOF cultures designed by Control. Not in Sergeant Crouch’s case, though. His natural cultures not only refused to yield, they dominated the new cultures and started adapting those bacteria to their own purposes.”
Red laughs and shakes his head.
“It’s hard to believe, I know, but by some random stroke of luck, Sergeant Crouch houses the bacteria needed to save us all,” Red says.
“What does this have to do with Worm? And the resistance?” Ton asks. “And why didn’t Control know about Blaze?”
“They did, don’t you see?” Red replies. “It took some time before the change was noticed, but Control did find out. Through Worm. The AiSP reported every single detail, just as always. Worm reported every detail about Sergeant Crouch’s physical, emotional, and psychological state. Except for one detail.”
“Ms. Cale,” Ton says.
“Exactly,” Red says. “That operator couldn’t be contained. Worm tried at first, restricting his movement as much as possible, but Sergeant Crouch’s health suffered. It didn’t take long for Worm to realize that in order to do as he was programmed, he had to actually allow Sergeant Crouch his freedom. He had to let him go see Jersey.”
“Always for a girl,” Paulo laughs.
“Always for love, operator,” Red says, turning on the man. “Boy, girl, man, woman, doesn’t matter. Look at this place; look at what the world is. What the hell else is there to live for?”
“Duty to the Clean Nation cities,” Paulo shrugs. “Do you really need more?”
“Yes,” Red says. “And Sergeant Crouch knew that. When he and Jersey began seeing each other again, Worm realized the health benefits and actually conspired with the couple to keep it hidden. He manipulated movement logs and faked PSC glitches to throw Control off. He also invented the idea that Crouch was implanted with the probiotic, not born with it. That diverted Control’s attention, giving us more time. If they knew he was born with it, they would have grabbed him sooner. But the ruse only lasted so long.”
“How could he fight his basic programming like that?” Paulo asks. “I’m not a wiz like Jersey, but I know enough about systems that an AiSP can’t just decide to be free on its own. Each AiSP is only a branch of the main root in Control.”
“That is something Jersey will have to explain,” Red says. “If you can get her to. She says someone isolated Worm at some point and talked some sense into him.”
“That’s not possible,” Paulo says.
Red shrugs. “Above my pay grade, operator. What I do know is during his attempts to keep Sergeant Crouch off the radar, Worm discovered the full truth of the GenWrecks. This led him to find out what Control’s true purpose for GenSOF is.”
“I’m lost,” Paulo says.
“Later,” Ton responds.
“The AiSP that Worm became realized that Control’s plan was not conducive to the health and well being of GenSOF operators, or to anyone for that matter,” Red continues. “Because of his exposure to Sergeant Crouch’s reaction to being contained in the GenSOF tower, Worm extrapolated that confining the genpop to cities only would eventually lead to the decline of the health of all humanity.”
“He’s playing his own programming against them,” Ton laughs. “Sneaky bastard.”
“Yep,” Red says. “Worm realized that the bacteria inside Sergeant Crouch could be used to heal the Cooties, not kill them.”
“He wants to save the Cooties?” Ton asks. “Why?”
“Because they are people too,” Red says. “Worm can’t separate the Cooties from the GenWrecks, from genpop. If he does he’ll undo his own programming and return as just another piece of the greater program.”
“An altruist by accident,” Ton laughs.
“Exactly,” Red nods. “And the resistance was born. Worm started reaching out to GenWrecks whenever he could, helping to coordinate us. With Jersey’s help inside Caldicott City, and a few choice others I’ll tell you about later, a network inside the wall and outside was created.”
“Worm actually made his smoke screen conspiracy come true,” Ton laughs.
“Yep,” Red smiles. “That AiSP has issues.”
“Do other Clean Nation cities have the same resistance?” Paulo asks.
“I don’t know,” Red replies. “I suspect they do, otherwise what is the point? But I can’t get any information from Worm on that.”
“Plausible deniability,” Ton says. “Control gets hold of anyone in the resistance or a GenWreck and they can’t rat out the whole network.”
“That’s my guess,” Red nods. “He is one smart AiSP despite said issues.”
“But he’s still an AiSP,” Paulo says. “How can we fully trust him? And why are you here? Why are we heading into Control and not away?”
“Something happened that tipped Worm’s hand,” Red says. “A glitch and Sergeant Crouch was found out. They tracked Jersey down, and whoever those others are in the stasis cylinders, and decided it was time to bring Sergeant Crouch in. We got word from Worm it was all going down and moved as fast as possible.”
Red looks at the death and destruction around him.
“I guess it wasn’t fast enough,” he says.
“They are taking Blaze in to isolate his culture,” Ton states. “Understood. That’s why Zebra squad was specifically requested. We get attacked by Cooties as what? A stalling tactic? A diversion?”
“That I don’t know,” Red replies. “That’s something different. Worm keeps hinting at there being more to everything, but he won’t tell us. Probably has to do with him not hurting his reprogramming.”
“So Control takes Blaze to study him and keep his bacteria from multiplying?” Paulo asks.
“No,” Ton says. “I don’t think that’s right.” He frowns and looks about. His eyes track the GenWrecks. “They don’t want Blaze to stop him. They want him for you. For us.”
“How do you mean?” Red asks.
“The culture in him dominates the cultures in us,” Ton says. “What if it can be tweaked just enough to not only dominate the cultures in us, but destroy us as well?”
“Why would they…?” Red trails off. “Jesus, how did I not see it before? They toss GenWrecks out to kill off the Cootie population. But who is going to kill us off? Clean Guard? Not a chance. We stay clear, we hunker down, we fight. If they can adapt the culture in Sergeant Crouch to go on the offense, to spread and kill, not just dominate, then all they have to do is expose us to it and we go down.”
“They create a new GenSOF?” Paulo asks.
“No, no,” Red says, shaking his head. “Then they’d have to create a new one to kill the new one and another new one to kill that. It would never stop. Their end game is to change the cultures enough so that the Sicklands are purged. The new bacteria would be deadly to us. All of us.”
“Fuck me,” Paulo says. “That’s some heavy shit.”
“Mostly speculation,” Red says. “It’s possible. We just don’t know.”
“We get into Control and we’ll know for sure,” Ton says.
“Hopefully we can live long enough to use that knowledge,” Red says. “You ever been inside Control?”
“Only the transport bays,” Ton replies.
“Yeah, I’ve seen a lot more,” Red says. “This is not going to be easy.”
“Never is for GenSOF,” Ton smiles. “That’s half the fun.”
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The cables used to harness the dogs to the Slides continually become tangled as the bug hounds struggle across the rocky terrain of the Sicklands, forcing Jude to stop constantly and free up the knots. The constant stopping slows the group’s progress considerably and the dogs become more and more agitated as they start to detect hostiles closing in on their position.
 “Makes me long for a good old sat scan,” Milo says, his pistol up, sweeping the darkness of the landscape, his eyes looking for where the attack will come from. “This waiting to be hit shit is not how I like to operate.”
“It’s the only way I know,” Jude says. “I never had a PSC or access to IRIS. All flesh, all blood here.”
“Sounds scary,” Milo says. “I feel naked without my tech up and running.” He looks at his wrist and the spot where his PSC was removed. It’s sore, but bearable. “No fair that the dogs get to keep theirs.”
“Worm disabled them,” Jude says, working on the final knot as the Slides bob up and down on their hover skids, blown by the increasing wind. “If Control really wants to hunt then they’ll find the dogs, but otherwise they are quiet. No com abilities.”
Finished freeing the knot he looks around, his face raised, nose smelling the air.
“Grit storm coming,” he says. “We may get hit before we make it to the bolt hole.”
“Grit storm?” Milo asks. “I got caught in one a few years ago. Thought I was going to die. Luckily, I have my visor. Just a tap and…”
“No visor,” Jude says. “No StatShield. No tech to control it. With your PSC removed, your suit is just armor. We have to get to cover and fast.”
“Fast isn’t how things have been running,” Milo laughs. “We’re just going to have to stop in a hundred yards or so to detangle the cables again.”
“Quitting won’t keep us safe,” Jude says. He looks at Milo then over at Hoagie.
“Thinking of leaving us behind, kid?” Milo asks. “Don’t blame you. Get yourself and the dogs to safety. Don’t worry about us operators, we’re designed to survive. Tuck us up under an outcropping and we’ll huddle together until the storm passes.”
“If it’s a small one,” Jude says, sniffing the air again. “Doesn’t smell small. A big grit storm will strip your armor off in minutes and your flesh off in seconds. I leave you, you die. Can’t do that.”
“Well, I admire your dedication,” Milo says. “Cheers to you, little brother. Then what’s your thinking?”
“Instead of the dogs pulling, I drive,” Jude says. “I get you and Sergeant Hoagie onto one Slide and train the two together tight with the cables so they can’t get tangled. I drive the front one and we get to the bolt hole a lot faster. Plus the dogs will be free to cover us when the Cooties hit.”
“You think they’re that close?” Milo asks, his eyes trying to pierce the darkness of the night.
“I smell them more than the grit storm,” Jude says. “They’re right behind us.”
“Shit,” Milo says, rolling to his side and swinging his legs over the edge of the Slide. “Then let’s do this.”
Jude helps Milo over to the other Slide. The boy repositions Hoagie, keeping his leg secured and arm tucked in, pressing him up against the front as much as possible. Milo looks at the way Hoagie is laying and frowns.
“You want me to spoon him, don’t you?” Milo asks. “Not sure how he’ll like that.”
“Get between his legs,” Jude says. “Face backwards and I’ll use the extra cables to tie you down so you don’t fall off. That way you have our six when the Cooties hit.”
“You keep saying when,” Milo says. “We can’t outrun them? Even with the Slide?”
“Not here,” Jude says. “Not where we’re going. You’ll see.”
“Listen, kid, I’m not appreciating the ominous tone. Just tell it to me straight.”
“You’ll see,” Jude says again. He stays quiet as he gets Milo secured, double checks the cables training the Slides together, and hops on the front Slide. “Ready?”
“Good to go, little creeper,” Milo says. “Drive on.”
Jude moves the Slide forward and finds the safest speed that keeps them moving at a good pace, but doesn’t risk the stability of the rear Slide. They drive on for a good few hundred yards before the terrain starts to descend sharply. Milo tries to look over his shoulder and up towards Jude, but even that movement rocks the Slide.
“You aren’t going to drive us off a mountain, are you kid?” Milo calls out.
“I’ll try not to,” Jude says as he takes a sharp right along the hillside.
This changes Milo’s view and he gasps.
“Holy shit,” he says. “How far down is that? It’s so dark I can’t even make out the bottom?”
“About a thousand feet,” Jude says. “To the next ledge. It’s only five hundred feet after that before you hit bottom. I like to throw rocks off this during the daytime. Ajax will run down and get them.”
“You have got to be shitting me,” Milo says. “What kind of fucked up childhood do you have, kid?”
“A free one,” Jude says. “Can you say the same about yours?”
“You’re comparing synthapples and synthoranges, kid,” Milo says. “Not sure if I’d want to trade with you, to be honest.”
“Whatever,” Jude says. “Hang on. We’re getting to the steep part of the trail.”
“The steep part?” Milo cries. “What the hell does that mean?”
“You’ll see,” Jude laughs.
“Stop saying that!” Milo shouts, his voice echoing back up to him from the darkness below.
 



 
 
36
 
Pus drips from the open sores on the dog’s muzzle as it sniffs the ground, trailing its prey. Behind it, careful not to antagonize the alpha, follow six other dogs, similarly afflicted with sores, lesions, hair matted with blood, piss, and feces. The pack moves forward over the terrain, stopping only where their prey had stopped, then pushes on, eager for the possible meal that moves ahead of them.
“Find fast,” a man says, his voice a mucous choked, guttural growl.
“Get hungry now,” a woman responds, her voice only a higher pitched version of the man’s.
“Muck lug foot pound,” another man says and the dozen others behind him all nod, as if his gibberish makes perfect sense.
The fifteen men and women stay near the pack of massive dogs, but don’t get too close for fear of being attacked. The relationship they have developed is tenuous at best, far from symbiotic. In the end, it all comes down to a matter of resources. If the dogs can lead the men and women to the resources, and are willing to share, then that is good. If not, then they deal with that later.
They all have ways of dealing with that, their gnarled, scabbed knuckles clenched into fists that grip crude weapons of stone and old wood, violent proof.
The alpha dog stops and raises his head, torn ears turning this way and that. The wind has picked up considerably, a sure sign of a grit storm, and the men and women shuffle from one foot to another, anxious to keep moving and catch their prey before they themselves are caught out in the open by the impending storm. 
Finding food doesn’t matter if your face is torn off by sand and dirt being hurled at a hundred miles an hour.
Dog ears twitch, a nose snuffles, then the alpha is off, leaping over the side of the mountain and down onto the narrow trail below. His body lowers and the powerful, diseased muscles in his legs flex and contract, again and again, as it picks up speed. For the dog, ancient instincts kick in and the endorphins start to pump, making the thrill of the hunt almost as nourishing as the promised meal.
Having adapted to the nightmare that is the Sicklands, the rest, dog and human alike, have no problem chasing after the alpha along the narrow, treacherous trail, their own instincts kicking in too. Drool begins to join the wind as all of them salivate in anticipation of what is to come. Day in and day out, they live off the dregs of subsistence the Sicklands provide. So to have a chance at actual meat –sweet, tender meat- is almost too much for them to handle. Forgetting their need for stealth, they all start to whoop and howl, bark and yip, in eagerness of what they have not tasted in so very long.
The alpha dog barks loudly and they all quiet, but don’t completely fall silent.
The scent is almost too much. It is carried on the strong winds, blowing into the nostrils of the Cooties and Sicklands hounds; the smell of life from so many dogs, and more than just one human. The smell of youth is like an olfactory elixir, clearing the sick brains of the Cooties, pushing them forward, making them take physical risks when usually they are so cautious not to test the perils of the Sicklands.
To survive out in the great territory of Hell is not something one deals with day by day, but minute by minute, second by second, as the landscape can change instantly. A friend becomes an enemy at a growl; a favorite hiding space becomes a death trap. The Cooties and grotesque dogs learn that to beat back the shroud of death that constantly floats over them, they must use every last bit of their diminished capacities. They must know the turn of the wind, shift in the gravel, and change in the seasons from dreary to malignant.
For denizens of the Sicklands, all that keeps them going is the hope for a chance at a hunt.
And that chance is before them, only yards ahead, and they have no intention of letting it escape.
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“Hey…what…the fuck…man?” Hoagie asks, coming to with Milo strapped to him. “Get the…fuck…off me.”
“No can do, brother,” Milo says. “We’re joined at the hips for this trip. The kid is steering us to some bolt hole where we can ride out the coming storm. And hopefully avoid the Cooties he says are on our tail.”
Hoagie tries to shake the grogginess from his head, but just ends up shooting daggers of pain through his body as the movement jostles his arm and leg.
“Aaaaaah,” he hisses. “What the hell are you talking about? Last thing I remember is some Cooties standing over me. But I don’t think they were Cooties.”
“Quiet,” Jude warns from up front. “Your voices carry on the wind. You’ll draw them right to us.”
The wind turns from a strong breeze into a clear and present danger, buffeting the Slides this way and that, forcing Jude to use all of his skills to keep them from hovering off the trail and right over the mountainside.
Milo burps and struggles not to vomit as the constant back and forth motion, coupled with the fatigue from his wound, makes his stomach churn. It’s a struggle he loses. He tips his head to the right and throws up the dregs of the last meal he drank, sending it flying in the wind.
“Nice,” Hoagie says. “You keep doing that and you’ll make me puke. And I can’t really turn my head, so it’ll be all over you.”
“Don’t.” Burp. “You.” Burp. “Dare.” Burp.
“Hush,” Jude snaps.
While he can make out the trail from the glow of the hover skids, the boy’s eyes are really following the dark outlines of the dogs ahead, trusting that they will keep them on track and not tumbling off into oblivion. The bug hounds move swiftly and silently, never slowing, never wavering from their constant pace. Jude smiles at their grace and efficiency in a world that inspires none.
It’s one reason he couldn’t live in a Clean Nation city even if he was allowed to; too many people, not enough dogs.
After a few more yards, the GenWreck dogs pull up and the GenSOF ones follow suit, stopping close to a large boulder that is precariously perched on the side of the mountain.
“We’re here,” Jude says. “I have to get you inside quickly. They are close now.”
“How the hell can you tell that?” Milo asks, wishing he had something to wash the taste of bile from his mouth. He’d even go for a pink or green shake. Shit, he’d choke down the blue if he had it.
“I just can,” Jude says. “This won’t be easy. You’ll hurt a lot. Try not to cry too much, okay?”
“We’re GenSOF, kid,” Milo says. “We can take it.”
“Speak for yourself, asshole,” Hoagie says. “You don’t have a broken arm and shattered leg.”
“Nope, just a knife wound to the gut,” Milo says. “And despite assurances it’s been cleaned, I’m pretty sure whatever was on the blade is rotting me from the inside out.”
“That’s lunch doing that,” Hoagie says.
“Oh, yeah, you’re probably right,” Milo laughs.
“City folk,” Jude says, shaking his head as he helps undo the cables holding Milo and Hoagie to the Slide. “You have to crawl inside. Go ten feet and then you can stand. Just keep moving. I’ll be close behind.”
“Close? How close?” Milo asks. “Don’t bail on us now, kid.”
“I have to get them off our trail,” Jude says. “If they followed us this far then they aren’t going to quit. Too many scents for them not to find the bolt hole.”
“Do what ya gotta do,” Hoagie says. “If LT trusts you to watch over us then I trust you to keep whatever is after us from catching up.”
“Good way to look at it,” Milo says, crouching on his hands and knees before the barely visible opening under the boulder, his belly feeling like a hot iron is pressed against it. “You want to go first?”
“You go,” Hoagie says. “I may have to have you drag me part of the way.”
“You good, operator?” Milo asks.
“Solid,” Hoagie replies.
Jude watches Milo crawl inside first and then Hoagie follow after him. As City as they may be, he is impressed with how they handle the obvious agony they are both under. He has no illusions they’d survive long in the Sicklands on their own, but he thinks, with his help, he can keep them from getting themselves caught and killed.
Or he hopes he can.
Jude waits until the men are out of sight then kneels in front of Ajax.
“In, boy,” he says. “You watch the entrance. No one but me, okay?”
The dog gives a quick woof then turns to the other dogs and barks twice sharply, bobbing his head towards the bolt hole. The bug hounds turn quickly and scoot in after Milo and Hoagie, each waiting until the one in front is completely out of the way before taking its turn. Ajax is the last to follow, and even though Jude knows he’s waiting right there, the dog is completely lost from sight, camouflaged by its pitch black appearance.
Jude studies the Slides for a minute and realizes there isn’t enough room on the trail for him to turn them around like he wants. Instead, he undoes the cables holding one to the other and pushes the rear Slide back along the way they came. He starts picking up speed, running faster and faster, until he knows he has enough momentum and then lets go. The Slide continues on, the hover skid keeping it a steady three feet off the ground. 
The boy hurries back to the other Slide and repeats the motion, but doesn’t let go this time, instead he grabs on and pulls himself up, riding the Slide backwards. He reaches down and grabs the baton that had been secured against the side and snaps it into rifle form. He smiles at the ease in which it fits in his grip and nestles against his shoulder. A far cry from the older, more solid weaponry he has been raised to use.
He watches the Slide in front of him hurry along, hoping its proximity sensors keep it from straying from the trail. He knows they are designed to do that, but has never been able to test the theory. Learn something new in the Sicklands every day.
Within seconds, even with the wind that has turned into a low howl, Jude hears the Sicklands hounds and Cooties coming. He takes a deep breath and sights down the length of the rifle, his aim focused on the lead Slide.
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The alpha stops, feeling the vibrations in the air from the hover skids. Even though the vehicles don’t make contact with the ground, their static drives still exert a force upon the ground. It’s that force that the alpha feels and causes him to pull up short, his matted hackles raised, chipped and broken teeth bared.
The others stop behind him, the dogs on his heels, the humans a safer distance back. They wait and wait then all start to screech and jump, moving from foot to foot at the oncoming Slide. To their diseased brains, it’s as if a monster has come for them, hurtling on with a glowing fury. Some start to throw rocks at it while others crouch down, crude spears ready to stab and gut the thing. 
Once in range, the dogs, as a pack, leap and pounce on the Slide, their jaws trying to find purchase so their teeth can tear open the Slide’s throat. But, of course, the machine has no throat and the dogs are carried along, back towards the group of Cooties that rail at the Slide. The impact is almost comical, as the humans just stand there, confused by what is happening. Half of them are sent flying into the mountainside while the other half are flung from the trail, their screams lost as they plunge below. 
Its momentum thwarted by the impact, and by the dogs’ weight, the Slide comes to a stop, hovering shakily in place while the Sicklands hounds continue their search for a soft underbelly, but only finding a glowing discharge of static energy.
The alpha dog realizes the futility of its attack and jumps from the Slide, turns, and pisses by the front of it. Once it’s done relieving itself, it whips around, instantly aware of the second Slide coming towards it. Its teeth showing and greenish saliva dripping from its mouth, the dog lunges forward and races at the second Slide. It smells the meat on this one, knows this time it won’t be fooled.
Anger and hunger drive it on, fueling its muscles with a new desire to rip something open and eat, eat, eat its flesh and juices.
The alpha is feet from the Slide when it leaps, its eyes seeing the boy. Its mouth opens wide and for a split second it believes it has won, that it will take this thing down and feast like it hasn’t in so very long.
Then that split second is over as one of the beta dogs decides to make a play and leaps at the alpha, shouldering it out of the way. The alpha falls to the ground and tumbles over the side of the ledge.
Before the beta soars another few inches, it is ripped apart by a static blast. Fur and flesh fly every which way, the smell of burning dog meat carried by the wind back to the dogs and humans that weren’t forced off the trail.
Cooties stand and shout, screeching their unintelligible threats. Dogs bark and snarl, their threats very clear.
Jude doesn’t care. He fires the rifle again, his aim sending the blast at the first Slide, ripping the front of it right off. He centers himself on his own Slide, fires again, and then leaps off, flipping backwards over the front and landing hard on the trail. His feet go out from under him as he hits the loose gravel, but he manages to fall against the mountain and not off of it. 
He doesn’t miss a beat, kneels, and fires blast after blast at the Slide that continues speeding towards the other and the group of Cooties and dogs. The vehicle reels from the attack and then bursts into a blinding explosion of brilliant blue light. Jude shields his eyes, seeing stars and spots behind his eyelids, and flattens himself against the trail as debris rains down on him.
After waiting a few minutes, his ears tuned to even the slightest drag of a foot or scrape of a hand, Jude finally picks himself up and stands looking at the carnage before him. A huge swath of trail is completely missing from the mountainside and there is no sign of a single dog or person. He raises the rifle, actually surprised it hasn’t sustained any damage, and sends a couple blasts across the divide, lighting up the area.
Nothing.
Except for a stray scrap of rotten rags and a tuft of dog hair here and there, but those are all lost to the wind in seconds.
Jude snaps the rifle back into a baton and tucks it into his belt, wrapping his ragged clothing tight around him as he turns into the wind and hikes his way back to the bolt hole.
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“I apologize, doctor,” the AiSP says. “But we have arrived at Control.”
Dr. DeBeers stretches and looks out the windshield screen. “I said to wake me thirty minutes out.”
“Yes, but it was apparent you needed as much rest as possible,” the AiSP says. “Again, my apologies, but it was for your own health and well-being. The new bacteria are working their way through your system at an alarming rate. I would seriously suggest-”
“Shut up,” Dr. DeBeers replies, her head feverish and chest constricted. She sniffs, but her sinuses are clogged. “Has Management completed the facility wide lockdown?”
“No, doctor,” the AiSP responds. “You will need to remain in the bay for approximately twenty minutes before lockdown is complete.”
“Twenty minutes?” Dr. DeBeers snaps. “Unacceptable! Tell them to have the lockdown complete now!”
“Doctor? Dr. Benz is requesting communication, as is Dr. Charter,” the AiSP states. “Shall I patch them through?”
“No,” Dr. DeBeers snarls. “They just want the subject for themselves. They want the credit for what I have found. Communications block in place now. Tell them that I expect Management to comply with my orders and be in full lockdown. This is my project and I will handle it from here.”
“Doctor, I have-”
“SHUT UP!” Dr. DeBeers roars then succumbs to a fit of harsh coughing. She puts her white gloved hand to her mouth and it comes away spattered with drops of black and red. Instead of alarm, she feels warmth and satisfaction.
“Management can kiss my ass,” Dr. DeBeers mumbles. “I’m in charge. I’m the Chairperson. They can go suck a Cootie dick, for all I care.”
“Doctor? Is that a message you want me to relay?” the AiSP asks.
She doesn’t respond, just watches as the gleaming white dome of Control looms before the Clean Guard transport. No matter how many times she leaves and comes back, it is always awe inspiring what has survived and been built in the Sicklands. To think at one point the doctors and researchers that came before her only had thick layers of redundant plastic and concrete to keep out the contagions that plague the Earth. Now there is the dome of Control, a swirling mix of static electricity and an ever constant spray of chemicals and solvents that keep anything and everything from penetrating the sterile environment.
Nothing gets inside the dome that Control does not want inside the dome. And nothing leaves that Management doesn’t want to leave.
“Ugh,” the driver seated to Dr. DeBeers’s left mutters as the AiSP relinquishes control of the transport. “I hate it when it does that.”
“We made much better time than if you had been driving,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Don’t know why we need you fucks…”
“Yes, doctor,” the driver nods, keeping his further thoughts on the subject to himself. “Initiating bay protocols. We will engage with the dome in five, four, three, two, one.”
Dr. DeBeers shields her eyes from the blinding flash as the transport passes from the Sicklands and into an entrance tunnel, its hull cleansed completely of any microbe or foreign particle.
“And in,” the driver says, unbuckling from his seat. “Docking in five seconds. Do you need help preparing the cargo for departure?”
“No,” Dr. DeBeers snaps then smiles as she sees the look on the driver’s face. “I’ll wake him up and let him leave on his own legs.”
“Doctor, is that wise?” a trooper asks from behind her after being released from his post. “He is a trained GenSOF operator. Underestimating him could prove fatal.”
“I doubt that,” Dr. DeBeers smiles. “He may have been in the general transport bay before on previous runs, but he won’t have been in this one. I think the experience will be subduing enough.” She smiles at the trooper, showing her teeth in a deadly grimace. “And who’s to say I’m not even more deadly?”
A couple of the troopers glance at each other and Dr. DeBeers catches their disapproving exchange.
“You can flank us, of course,” Dr. DeBeers says. “And rescue me if I am truly in danger, if that makes you feel better.”
“Your safety is our concern, doctor,” a trooper says. “That is all. No offense meant.”
“I’ll be safe with this one,” Dr. DeBeers says as she gets up and turns to them. “I know what I’m doing, troopers. This isn’t the first operator I’ve brought in to Control.”
They all nod and stand, waiting for the hatch to open, as Dr. DeBeers walks between them and stands in front of Blaze. She begins coughing again and the troopers all take an involuntary step back.
“Oh, stop being babies,” she glares. “You’ll be in your vats soon and safe. That shit’ll clean out almost everything.” She looks at one of the troopers and winks. “Almost.”
“Yes, doctor,” the trooper nods nervously. 
“AiSP, please wake the Sergeant up,” she orders. “Make it a good slap, bring him around quickly.”
Blaze gasps as adrenaline rushes through his system. He struggles against his restraints, a feral, panicked look in his eyes. He catches sight of Dr. DeBeers standing in front of him and he almost growls at her, the surge of aggression in his system making him lunge towards her. But being strapped in, he only budges an inch, causing him to thrash wildly.
“Now, let’s mellow him out, AiSP,” Dr. DeBeers grins. “Crash him hard.”
A sudden lethargy takes over Blaze’s muscles and he turns and throws up from the sudden shift in chemicals pumped through his body.
“Now that we have that out of the way, Sergeant Crouch,” Dr. DeBeers smiles. “Welcome to Control. The real Control. If you will follow me.”
The body restraints are released and Blaze slowly gets to his feet. He feels as if the transport is rocking slightly and he would put out his hands to steady himself, but they are still secured together at the wrists. His feet are free though, and he takes a tentative step forward.
“If you even think of attacking me then the AiSP will flood your system over and over with nasty things that will have you begging to die,” Dr. DeBeers says as the hatch opens and the troopers pour out into the bay. “What woke you up was me being nice. Don’t make me get mean.”
“Right,” Blaze nods, his head swimming. “Don’t make you get mean. Wouldn’t…want…that…”
His mouth drops open at the sight before him. The bay is like nothing he has ever seen before. He’s used to the utilitarian construct of the Clean Nation cities’ bays, or the stark emptiness of the general transport bay his squad usually pulls into when on a run to Control. But this? This isn’t even in the realm of his comprehension.
The line of troopers that disembark from the transport all stand still, waiting as a vehicle similar to a TransPod trolley rolls up to them. Thin metal arms clamp around their shoulders and lift them into place on the vehicle. Their bodies go rigid as shiny metal discs are pressed to their temples, their eyes glowing bright white for split-second then returning to normal.
“I…uh…I…,” Blaze stammers. Dr. DeBeers just smiles, letting him take it all in.
The bay is ten times the size of the Caldicott City transport bay and dozens of machines hurry to and fro, all performing duties at a speed that Blaze can’t keep track of. Many have thin arms like the trooper vehicle, while others have long tentacles with various tools shifting into different forms as needed. 
Hundreds of troopers are hauled around from one end of the bay to the other, lifted and dropped as they either disembark or board transports. Blaze’s attention is so focused on the industry of it all that it takes him a long while of wide-eyed staring before he notices the walls.
He finally tracks the path of one of the trooper vehicles as it leaves a transport and makes its way to a bay wall and the row after row of bubbling liquid vats. The troopers are carefully lifted from the vehicle and deposited into their own individual vat, bobbing along with the liquid’s agitation until they slowly settle to the bottom. Their feet are locked into place and the liquid goes from clear to bright blue then back to clear. 
Blaze can see their eyes are still open, but as far as he can tell, the troopers register nothing of what is happening to them. They just gasp a couple of times, bubbles of air pouring from their mouths and nostrils, then go still, eyes turning pure white.
“Not what you expected?” Dr. DeBeers asks, coughing. “No one does.”
“Are they…alive?” Blaze asks as Dr. DeBeers takes him by the elbow and leads him away from the transport. Dozens of machines, small and large, buzz around them, instantly moving from their path as the doctor walks Blaze to a large hatch in the far wall.
“The troopers? Of course they are alive,” Dr. DeBeers laughs. “We aren’t Frankensteins here, Sergeant. While we have created synthetic nutrients and foodstuffs, we haven’t had any breakthroughs in creating synthetic life. Too complex, too chaotic.”
“Then what?” Blaze asks. “How?”
“Stunned you back to preschool speech, have I?” Dr. DeBeers smiles. “Not surprising. They are being held in stasis by a synthetic amniotic fluid. If we could create life then that is what we would grow it in. But since we can’t, we just store life there. It provides everything from oxygen to nourishment, ridding their bodies of all toxins and foreign microbes. The Clean Guard is the only truly clean fighting force on Earth.”
“And they just stay in there?” Blaze asks.
“Until they are called on,” Dr. DeBeers says. She starts to cough violently and doubles over.
“You don’t sound so hot,” Blaze smirks. “Maybe you caught something nasty out in the Sicklands?”
“Doctor?” the AiSP asks. Blaze is surprised the voice is patched into his com. “Facility lockdown is complete, but I must pass on Management’s request that you recuse yourself from Sergeant Crouch’s examination. It is obvious you have contracted a serious bacterial infestation and need-”
“SHUT YOUR FUCKING MOUTH!” Dr. DeBeers screams, as she stands upright and wipes her mouth. She takes a couple of deep, but halting, breaths and adjusts her uniform, gaining her composure. “Please. AiSP, you will institute Management Chairperson’s Protocol 1. I am in charge and not to be questioned. Management can have Control back once I’m done.”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP says.
A small orb of a machine scoots close to Blaze and scans him, sending a ripple of red light across his body. It beeps loudly and moves to block his and the doctor’s passage, but she waves her hand and it skitters away, chirping shrilly.
“AiSP?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Wasn’t that Morganfeld 325 scheduled for incineration?”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP responds. “The M325 was supposed to have been decommissioned twice now.”
“Decommission it again,” Dr. DeBeers orders. “And make sure it’s done right this time, as in actually done.”
“I can have it reformatted and recycled, doctor. Will that do?” the AiSP asks.
“Is that what I asked for?”
“No, doctor.”
“Then how about you do what I asked.”
“Yes, doctor.”
A loud clanging is heard and Blaze turns around as a hole in the ceiling opens and massive metal tentacles rush at the M325. The small metal orb hurries one way then another, trying to dodge behind other machines. The tentacles follow it closely, herding it this way and that until it realizes its only escape is up into the ceiling. It races straight up and is gone, followed by the tentacles. The ceiling closes quickly.
“Holy shit,” Blaze says.
“Chaos,” Dr. DeBeers says. “That is what almost killed us and what has been trying to kill us ever since.” 
She waves at the bay around them then points to the trooper vats. 
“The main reason they are placed in stasis. Human beings breed chaos. Having those men and women running around Control would input too many variables to this complex. All it would take is for one of them to snap and all the hard work, everything we have strived to achieve, would be over.”
Her hand indicates the machines that never seem to stop moving. The constant shifting of light off of all the metal makes Blaze dizzy and he has to close his eyes for a second.
But that doesn’t help. His IRIS is initiated and the bay scene is superimposed on his vision, even with his eyelids pressed firmly together.
“I’m talking, Sergeant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Do not try to hide from reality. Never try to hide from reality.” She shakes her head. “Never ever ever try to hide from Him… I mean, from reality.”
Blaze opens his eyes, his IRIS disappears before he gets too nauseous from the brief double vision, and looks at Dr. DeBeers.
“Are you sure you know what reality is?” Blaze asks. “Because this…? This doesn’t look like it.” Even his GenSOF training is no match for the weight of it all. He feels his mental stability begin to crumble.
“This?” Dr. DeBeers asks just as they get to the large hatch. She turns and looks at everything. “This is more real than you can know. Get used to it, Sergeant. If what lives inside you proves to be what I hope, then this will become not only your reality, but the reality of all humanity.” 
Dr. DeBeers grins so wide that Blaze thinks her cheeks will split from her face. 
“At least, the part of humanity deemed worthy,” she laughs. “Come. Time to show you your new home.”
Blaze doesn’t resist, he just lets her lead him through the hatch into the white hall beyond.
As the hatch shuts, a handful of machines pause, their routines interrupted for a millisecond. The brief suspension of duties is so miniscule that even if a person were standing right there they would never notice. 
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I push the children behind me, telling them gently to go to their rooms. But they don’t listen.
Their attention is focused on the doubled over figure before them, a woman that they love unconditionally. She coughs and coughs and coughs, her body racked with spasm after spasm.
Her eyes meet mine for a brief moment and then the last cough breaks and bloody spittle flies from her lips. I can almost see each drop individually as it tumbles through the air towards me and the children. I want to turn and pick them up, run from the room, get somewhere safe.
But this is my dream and there is nowhere safe to go…
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Having made runs to Control more times than they can count, Ton and Paulo don’t even give the looming dome a second look when Tranny Eighteen gets within visual range. At least not until the view shifts and the transport starts to move along a route they are not familiar with.
“Not going in the general bay?” Ton asks.
“No, Lieutenant,” Worm replies. “The Clean Guard enters through a different way.”
“This pretending to be Clean Guard isn’t going to be fun, is it?” Red asks. “You’ve warned me about it, but that foreknowledge won’t help, huh?”
“Not being human, I cannot say what knowledge will help ease the shock,” Worm says. “But, it is my estimation that the experience will be traumatizing. Let me assure you I will be with you the entire step of the way. Once we are inside I can connect with Control directly and begin data manipulations. I will not be able to communicate with you, as I will need all of my processes. But do not panic, all will be fine.”
“I’m locking in, Worm,” Jersey says, sliding into her stasis cylinder. “Make sure this thing is delivered as close to Blaze as possible, got it?”
“I have it, Ms. Cale,” Worm replies. The transport approaches the dome and the view screen goes blank, leaving them staring at a clean metal wall. “The entrance can be disorienting. You will need to be focused when we arrive. I have taken over the transport and will deliver it according to protocol. Once the hatch opens, you will step out into the bay and line up. Remain perfectly still and do not fight what is about to happen. If you fight or show any sign of confusion or fear you will be noticed and removed for decommissioning. That would be bad.”
“Understatement of the year,” Jersey says as she lies down in the stasis cylinder. “Lock me in, Worm. Time for my fake night night.”
The cylinder closes and a quiet hiss is heard. Several lights blink on the side from red, red, red, to green.
“Care to give us a heads up?” Ton asks.
“He says it’s like drowning,” Marco replies. “Our bodies fill up with liquid and then we wait.”
“Drowning?” Paulo asks. “In what?”
“Birth juice,” Collette says.
“Synthetic amniotic fluid,” Worm interrupts. “Birth juice is neither accurate nor pleasant.”
“Sounds peachy,” Paulo says.
“Yeah, not looking forward to it,” Nick says.
“Anymore advice?” Ton asks.
“Do not take a breath before you are submerged,” Worm says. “A Clean Guard trooper knows to take a breath once submerged. Breathing before will give you away.”
“That’s not comforting,” Ton says.
“It was not meant to be, Lieutenant,” Worm replies.
“We look right, Worm?” Red asks.
“Yes, Captain, you do,” Worm responds as the transport comes to a halt. “If you will please stand and line up at the hatch. We will begin the mission in three, two, one.”
The hatch opens and the operators all step from the transport, trying to keep from gaping at the sight before them. It takes all of their discipline and training not to look around and study the vast bay and the machines. It takes further discipline not to flinch as the trooper vehicle pulls up and grabs them, setting them in place as it speeds off towards the vats by the wall. 
Ton keeps his eyes unfocused, letting the world turn to a hazy blur of variations on a theme of white. Everything swirls this way and that as the vehicle maneuvers between a hundred different machines. Ton lets his mind drift, preparing for what comes next. In his GenSOF training, and career, he has endured almost every type of torture, so he knows how to brace himself. 
But it never makes it easy, just bearable.
The vehicle comes to a stop and he is lifted quickly from his place, spun about, and dropped into a large vat of clear liquid. His body eases down into it, sliding through the liquid like it’s more oil than water. As the liquid gets to his chin, he has to fight his instincts to take a deep breath, remembering what Worm had said.
The liquid reaches his lips and he kills the panic that tries to tear at him. He crushes the feeling of helplessness and just relaxes into the moment, trusting that Worm knows what he’s doing.
Then the liquid is past his lips and forcing its way into his nostrils. The panic inside pushes back at his will, millennia of human evolution fighting for survival. But Ton doesn’t let that win; he can’t.
As the liquid covers his eyes and fills his sinuses, he lets go, opens his mouth, and breathes deeply.
He wants to die.
His lungs and stomach fill with the liquid, weighing him down like he’s never felt before. His chest feels constricted and his belly bloated, but surprisingly, he can breathe. Not in a physical way, but in a biological way. Everything gets brighter and more distinct as oxygen molecules are absorbed from the liquid directly into his bloodstream. His thinking becomes clearer and he actually feels the pain and fatigue from his muscles start to drain away.
Then the world flashes blue and his whole body goes rigid. He can feel every nerve synapse come to attention at one single moment in time and it’s as if the pain and pleasure centers of his brain flip switches simultaneously. 
Again, Ton wants to die, but he also wants to live. Agony and ecstasy are his entire existence. Then nothing. Like that, it’s over. No more pleasure/pain, no sight, no sound. Just white.
He has never felt so alone in his life.
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“It isn’t just an aesthetic touch,” Dr. DeBeers says as she leads Blaze down another stark white hallway; one of a dozens they have passed through.
Blaze wonders if they aren’t lost since it feels like he’s been in Control for close to an hour or even more.
“And it isn’t actually white,” Dr. DeBeers continues. “What your eyes are trying to process is the lack of any pigment. Similar to a polar bear’s fur. They weren’t really white, that was just light refracting from their clear fur.”
“Polar bears?” Blaze asks, barely wrapping his mind about the information Dr. DeBeers gives him. “Those are extinct.”
“Well, yes, of course,” Dr. DeBeers says. “I was using the creature as an example.” She stops and turns to Blaze. “Would you like to see what we do here?”
“Doctor? It is not advisable-” the AiSP begins.
“Thank you, AiSP,” Dr. DeBeers says. “But I think Sergeant Crouch has earned a peek into the way we work. Or he will earn it over the next few weeks as I study him.” She leans in and places a hand on his shoulder, surprising Blaze with the physical intimacy. “It’s the least I can do, considering.”
“Considering what?” Blaze asks. “What are you going to do to me?’
She only shrugs and gestures to the wall to his left. He turns and watches as the wall goes opaque, revealing row after row of shiny metal tables, each with a body laid out upon it. More machines, their arms and tools whirling over and around the bodies, hurry back and forth, each performing a specific task upon each body. It’s an assembly line of medical research. Flashes of blue static separate each station, obviously cleansing the area before the next subject moves into place.
“Are they…alive?” Blaze asks, seeing the IRISed eyes on some of the bodies, but also seeing wide open stares from others. He steps closer to the wall and the eyes of the man on the nearest table shift slightly, catching his movement. “Oh, God…”
“Well, we aren’t there yet,” Dr. DeBeers laughs. “But we hope to be someday. Life isn’t as big of a mystery as we once thought. Not when you break it down to its finite pieces like we do in Control.” She tilts her head slightly and frowns. “But Control is an affront. He is the one, the only one-”
Blaze looks at her as she stops speaking. The puzzled look on her face does not comfort him. He quickly looks back at the room before him, but there’s no comfort there either as the man on the table continues to stare at him.
Fear. 
That is all Blaze can see in the man’s eyes as a metal arm hovers over his abdomen. A blue beam of static fires from the arm and the tissues across the man’s belly splits easily. The arm moves off to the next table and is replaced by two new arms. They dive into the man’s exposed abdominal cavity. His eyes widen slightly as the man’s stomach and intestines are removed and placed into a tub of liquid by the table. The tub moves off, carried by a rolling cart, and the arms follow as a new set take their place.
Tubes and lines are inserted into the man’s abdomen, replacing the connections where his stomach and intestines had been before. The arms move away and a single one moves in and fuses the man’s skin back together, sealing the flesh around the tubes and lines. That arm moves off to complete the same task on the next table. And the next. And the next.
A metal orb, larger than the one in the transport bay, hovers to the table. Its middle opens and it removes a small tank of liquid, which it sets on the man’s chest and connects to the tubes and lines. It waits as the liquid is pumped from the tank into the man then moves off as the table is surrounded by a StatShield and lifted up into the ceiling.
All of the rows of tables shift accordingly and at the far end of the room the ceiling opens and a new table, a new person, is placed in the room.
“I’d take you in personally for a closer look,” Dr. DeBeers says. “But we are on facility lockdown and I only have access to the hallways and your room.” She puts a finger to her chin. “However, I could override that and take us in. What would be the harm in that?”
“Doctor,” the AiSP says. “That would compromise all of the subjects.”
“I know, I know!” Dr. DeBeers shouts. “I’m not going to do it. Not going to…”
Blaze focuses on the new table that has been added to the room’s rotation. He knows that person.
“Ah,” Dr. DeBeers says, seeing the new man also. “Your transport has arrived much earlier than expected. That is good. The sooner we start on the Burn trash, the more we know about the transmission capabilities of your culture.”
The person on the table is the man from the Burn, the bit of Burn trash called Splotch.
“We’ll remove his digestive tract, which is where the bacteria will be housed if you transferred it to him, and study the results,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Can you tell me if your StatShield was activated during your encounter with him? That bit of data does help with our analysis.”
Blaze tries to tear his eyes from the man as the machines begin their work, but the horror of it all has him transfixed. 
“Hello? Sergeant Crouch?” Dr. DeBeers calls out, waving her hand in front of him. “AiSP?  A mild jolt, please.”
Blaze gasps as adrenaline surges through him briefly.
“I…what was the question?” he asks.
“Was your StatShield activated during your encounter with Mister…”
“Splotch, doctor,” the AiSP says. “The man goes by the name of Splotch, but was born Carlos William Leftowitz.”
“Sounds like an excellent mélange of genetic inheritance,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Far better to research than some of the pure bloods we pick up. And much better than the Sicklands samples.”
“Samples?” Blaze says. “You call them samples?”
“Terminology doesn’t matter,” Dr. DeBeers says, waving him off. “What does is whether you had your StatShield active.”
“Yes,” Blaze says. “I did.”
“Noted,” Dr. DeBeers says. “AiSP? Show is over.”
The wall returns to its brilliant white and Dr. DeBeers turns, proceeding down the hall. Blaze hesitates, looks about him, then up at the ceiling, and follows after.
“You keep saying we, but other than you, and the troopers, I haven’t seen a single person here,” Blaze says. “Where is everyone else?”
“Everyone else?” Dr. DeBeers asks. “Oh, they are around. You won’t meet any of them. Variables, remember? I barely see my colleagues most days. And especially not today with the facility lockdown.”
Dr. DeBeers’s voice takes on a lost, rambling quality.
“Not that I like them much anyway,” she continues. “The only pleasure I get from their company is during interpersonal connectivity sessions.”
“Interpersonal connectivity what?”
“Mandatory copulation,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Male and female researchers are required to provide fresh embryonic material for study. Cloning has never worked properly, except with the Canine Units, and the results wouldn’t be accurate if it did. You need new genetics, new strands, new variables in order to truly study what the Strains can do.”
“You fuck for science?” Blaze asks.
“Ha!” Dr. DeBeers laughs, the sound tinny and empty in the hallway. “I’ll remember that. He’ll appreciate that humor. But, yes, we do. Once impregnated, the embryo is removed from the female and cultured until it achieves the growth needed for the specific study.”
“Isn’t there risk of infection by, uh, copulating?” Blaze asks, trying to focus on the science and not the madness, although they are hopelessly intertwined. “Wouldn’t artificial insemination be better?”
“No, not really,” Dr. DeBeers says. “There are enzymatic reactions, mucosal responses, hormone shifts, that occur during natural copulation. They affect which spermatozoa reach the egg and the embryo’s development. The best way to study life is to recreate its creation the most natural way possible. It’s primitive and messy, but it works. Plus an orgasm does wonders for one’s state of mind.” She smiles and touches her armor at her chest. “What will He be like…?”
“This is insane,” Blaze says. “Way out there, completely knockered the bug fuck insane.”
“Only history can judge that, Sergeant Crouch,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Ah, we are here.” The wall slides open and reveals a small, sterile room with only one table in the middle. “After you.”
Blaze hesitates. He looks inside and knows it is way too late to make a run for it.
“Are you going to rip me open too?” he asks. “Is that how this all goes down?”
“No, Sergeant,” Dr. DeBeers says. “We have a very long time before we get to the dissection part of my research. This will just be a routine examine.”
Blaze takes a couple of steps back and the ceiling opens up above him. A swirling tangle of metal arms hovers just feet from his head.
“My apologies,” Dr. DeBeers laughs. “That was my pitiful attempt at humor. You can see why I don’t joke often. Not to worry, Sergeant Crouch, you will not be dissected. We can’t waste a unique specimen like you. We need to study the organism as a whole, the symbiotic relationships between all the floras in your system. You are not just a digestive system or host to a specific strain of bacteria. You are a wonderful microcosm of life, a universe into yourself.”
She walks into the room and stands by the table, waiting. 
“He knows that and is very happy your are here with me,” Dr. DeBeers says then begins to cough over and over. When she finally gets it under control, she pats the table. “Up you go now.”
Blaze hesitates, looks at the arms above him then steps forward. The wall slides shut and the hallway is once again an uninterrupted corridor of pure white.
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Being awake and aware in a stasis cylinder is not a fun experience. Especially if claustrophobia lurks at the edges of one’s psyche.
Jersey takes several deep breaths as she hears the clanging and thumping of machinery around her. Without the real stasis system operating, she feels every movement and jostle, her world turned upside down, rotated, stomach lurching as the cylinder falls quickly then is held in place with sudden force.
She waits and waits, counting out the seconds into minutes then into the quarter hour, the half hour, three-quarters of an hour-
“Oh, thank God,” she exclaims as the seal on the cylinder is released and the top removed. “Worm we have to-”
She stops as she sits up and looks about her.
Thousands and thousands of stasis cylinders line the massive room, stacked ten to a row, ten rows to a group, over and over from end to end.
“Oh, shit,” she whispers.
Jersey finds herself on the top most cylinder on the far left stack of one of the center groups. She calculates and realizes she probably has half a mile of cylinder groups to work her way through before she can get to the wall of the room. She prays there’s a door.
Hooking her legs over the side, she turns about and tries to find purchase for her feet on the stack, but her shoes keep slipping and she panics, fearing she’ll fall the twenty feet or so down to the solid white floor.
Everything is white, but there is only a small light at each corner of the room, keeping the place from being blinding. She hates to think what would happen if they really lit it up.
Her left foot slips and she almost falls, her grip on the edge of the cylinder all that keeps her from tumbling. She tries again to get a foothold, but the stack won’t cooperate, the cylinders are too smooth.
“Shit,” she says again then shuts up as a small orb flies directly in front of her, its bottom illuminated by hover patches. She watches it closely as it bobs in the air only inches from her nose.
The standoff lasts for a good minute before the orb speeds off down the groups then rockets up into the ceiling. She begins to sigh in relief, but where the orb went, a large tentacle of metal shoots out, racing towards her.
Desperate to escape, Jersey does the only thing she can think of- she lets go.
As she falls, her arms pin wheeling, legs flailing, she rethinks her life strategy of just barreling into situations. Her relationship with Blaze, her association and position within the resistance, her trust of an AiSP that could easily have her found out and executed on the spot if he chose too. When all those thoughts rush through her head, she is amazed she’s stayed alive as long as she has.
Her body comes to a bone jarring halt and she feels a painful twinge in her neck as her head snaps back. Then she is slowly lowered to the floor and gently set feet down. She spins around and the metal arm that caught her retracts back into the ceiling several stories above her.
A slight hum behind her makes her look over her shoulder and the small orb is back.
“Worm?” she asks, but the machine doesn’t respond. It just moves a few feet away and waits.
Jersey follows.
Instead of taking a direct line to the wall, the orb leads her through a circuitous route between the groups of cylinders. A left, a right, two lefts, straight ahead, three rights- she loses track of the path and seriously thinks the orb is only trying to make her dizzy. 
But as she takes a moment to glance above her she sees a dozen of the metal arms like the one that caught her, moving about the groups as one arm lifts her empty cylinder into the air. She smiles as she realizes the orb isn’t trying to trick her, it’s trying to trick the arms that are obviously looking for the missing person.
She catches up to the orb as it increases its speed, this time leading her directly to the nearest wall. Once there, she turns and puts her back to the wall, waiting for the next move as the orb just hovers close to her shoulder. The arms are systematically getting nearer and nearer. She wonders why they can’t dial in on her PSC and find her immediately, but has a feeling there may be protocols in place that block the PSC signals. A few thousand of those in a tight area could wreak havoc on any system, no matter how sophisticated and powerful.
Twenty groups away, then fifteen, twelve, eight, six, three.
Right above her.
She doesn’t move a muscle and keeps her breathing even and slow despite the sheer terror that pulses through her body. Panic threatens to overtake her, but she fights it. The orb hangs close, but doesn’t intervene.
A half-dozen arms wave around her, moving only inches from her arms and legs, from her chest. Then they leave, withdrawing back into the ceiling, leaving her alone with the orb.
She glances sideways at the orb, waiting for some signal.
The wall recedes behind her and she falls back onto her ass, quickly scurrying away from the room. Once her feet are clear the wall closes and she finds herself in an almost blindingly white hallway, the orb nowhere to be seen.
Jersey picks herself up and turns one way then the other, trying to decide which way to go. She has to find Blaze, and hopefully keep from being detected. Flipping a mental coin, she decides on a direction and starts walking. She wants to run, wants to give in to the terror and panic that taint her body, but uses every bit of willpower to stay calm.
Step by step she goes, focusing on the end of the hallway. But because of the lack of features, and total whiteness, she has a hard time telling if she is even making any progress. An eternity goes by before she gets to the far end. And nothing. The wall before her doesn’t open. It stays solid and white. She waits some more, counting again so she knows the reality of time in the surreal hallway.
Five minutes go by and she still is not set free. Turning on her heel, she looks at the impossible distance between her and the other end of the hallway.
Step by step she goes.
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Blaze’s armor and restraints are sliced from his body as a handful of small arms dance around his body, their static blades cutting here and there. In seconds, the material is pulled away and tossed into what Blaze assumes is an incinerator chute, leaving him standing there naked, exposed before Dr. DeBeers.
“On the table, please,” Dr. DeBeers orders as she walks to the wall and presses her hand against it. A sonic slides free. “I’ll be with you shortly.”
Blaze does as he is told and gets onto the metal table as Dr. DeBeers undresses herself, letting her own armor fall to the floor where it is quickly whisked away. She steps into the sonic and her skin pulses as the waves cleanse her. Blaze’s eyes go wide as he studies her body, seeing the mismatched patches of skin across her breasts, her belly, and the tops of her thighs.
She catches him looking and smiles.
“Many more questions just flooded that soldier brain, didn’t they?” Dr. DeBeers says. 
She doesn’t give an explanation as to her appearance as the sonic withdraws and a drawer slides from the wall, offering her a clean uniform. She dresses quickly and walks over to Blaze, rubbing her hands together.
“I need to explain something,” Dr. DeBeers says. “You are now my life’s work. I do not mean this metaphorically. From this moment on, it is you and I. No one else. Forget your girlfriend, forget your squad, forget your Canine Unit. Forget them all. Until the work is completed, this room will be our lives. We never leave, we only stay and complete the work.”
“You’re kidding,” Blaze says.
“As you have already witnessed, Sergeant Crouch, my sense of humor is not sophisticated enough for a joke of this size,” Dr. DeBeers responds. “I am not kidding.” Her face clouds, changes. “He wouldn’t like that. Wouldn’t like me to…”
“But that doesn’t make sense,” Blaze says, wondering how many Dr. DeBeers there are in the woman’s head. “Keeping me here forever, sure, I get that. Kinda what I was expecting once you tossed me in your transport. But you? Why will you be here with me?”
“Variables, Simon,” Dr. DeBeers says. “You don’t mind if I call you Simon, do you? After all, we are each others’ world.”
“Call me whatever,” Blaze says.
“Fine, Simon,” Dr. DeBeers nods. “I have already explained about variables. That is what we are dealing with now, the control of all variables. If I leave this room then that introduces a variable. As sterile and clean as Control is, it is still a construct set on this planet; it is still surrounded by, and populated with nature.” Her face clouds once more. “And there’s the rest of Management. They will want a piece of you. They can’t have it.”
“People. They sure mess things up, don’t they?” Blaze mocks.
“Precisely,” Dr. DeBeers smiles. “But when there are parts of nature involved, such as them, then there is chaos. There are variables. I stay here until the research is done and the variables are known. We control the chaos.”
“Control,” Blaze says, shaking his head. “That is all this is about.”
“In a manner of speaking,” Dr. DeBeers says, glancing around the room. “But isn’t everything in life about that?”
“No,” Blaze says. “You should know that. Chaos is what it’s all about. You can try to control nature, but it doesn’t work. Sure didn’t for the rest of the world.”
He looks around him and shrugs.
“Probably won’t work here either,” he says.
Dr. DeBeers cocks her head, looking eerily similar to a bug hound studying a target, and frowns.
“You honestly believe that,” she states. “Somewhere in there, despite everything you have seen, you think you are still going to leave this room and escape. That’s what you are really talking about, isn’t it?”
Blaze shrugs again.
“Let’s say you do,” Dr. DeBeers says, placing her arms across her chest. “Let’s say, by some miracle, you escape Control. Where would you go? How long would you survive out in the Sicklands? No armor, no Canine Unit, no weapons, no StatShield, no transport or AiSP.”
She waves her hand across his face and activates his IRIS. His view changes from the room to the Sicklands outside the Control dome.
“See how easy that was, Simon? A flick of my hand and I take your sight away, replacing it with what I want. How long will you live outside the dome when you can’t see what’s in front of you?”
His IRIS blinks out and he is looking at the stern face of Dr. DeBeers once more.
“Control is all there is to your life,” she continues. “There is no freedom. Not from this dome, not from GenSOF, not from the Clean Nation cities. You have one purpose from this moment on.”
“What’s that?” Blaze asks, his temper starting to flare. He knows he has to keep his cool, but his gut tells him she is wrong. So very wrong. “What’s my purpose?”
She places her hands on the table and a small spark of static crackles in the air.
“To keep my interest,” she says slowly. “And His. You will do well to focus on that purpose.”
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The sense of relief Jersey feels when the wall at the other end of the hallway opens is indescribable.
The despair she feels as she walks into the next hallway is almost just as indescribable.
The walls of the hallway aren’t pure white, but clear, showing the work being done to the subjects on either side. She can’t hear their screams and cries and calls, but she feels them, her gut clenching as each muzzle is raised in a silent howl of agony.
She stops and places her hand against one wall, her other hand to her mouth as tears start to stream down her cheeks.
Dogs. So many dogs.
Strapped to tables, metal arms working on them, changing them, long needles piercing through the blood and pus-matted fur, pumping blue fluid into their bodies, causing what Jersey can only assume is excruciating pain by the way the dogs’ eyes widen and their mouths open so far they look like their jaws will snap.
 These are the dogs of the Sicklands, she realizes; the same as the corpses she awoke to find piled up by the transport. But did they come from the Sicklands or are they being prepped for release into that hell?
Without realizing what she is doing, she starts to bang on the wall, her hands slamming against the smooth surface over and over, causing blue outlines to light up on each impact.
Why did Worm bring her here? Why didn’t he lead her to Blaze? This is a nightmare that no person should have to witness; a frightening image of untoward cruelty.
Her hands continue to slam, slam, slam against the wall. Then they meet open air, the solidity gone from the barrier in front of her, and she falls forward. She stumbles into the room and the motions of the hundreds of arms all stop, frozen in place by the sudden intrusion. The screams and pained cries of the dogs are overwhelming and she has to focus not to vomit.
As one, the arms turn their attention from their canine subjects, their various ends equipped with a multitude of tools looking like accusatory eyes, boring into her. Jersey takes a step back, but finds the wall solid again. She presses her back against it and waits, but none of the arms move.
The dogs start barking at her, their black eyes watching, pleading, hoping.
Jersey takes a step forward. The arms still do not move. Another step and all is still. She clamps her hands over her ears to drown out the dogs, but it only dulls the noise slightly. One more step, a second, a third.
She reaches the closest table and the dog before her, missing most of its coat from its shoulders and neck, cranes its neck at her, trying to push its muzzle forward. A small whine issues from it and Jersey’s heart breaks at that moment. The pieces rattle around in her chest and the devastation is so intense she doesn’t think she can be whole again.
“Is this why?” she asks aloud, hoping Worm can hear her. “Is this why I’m here? Not for Blaze, but for them?”
Of course, there is no answer.
The dog whines again and the rest echo it, begging for her help.
Her hand reaches out and she grabs the metal restraint that holds the dog to the table. It doesn’t budge. She squats down and studies the mechanism, but can’t see how it is engaged or disengaged. Like so many things in the Clean Nation cities, and apparently Control as well, the restraint is solid state. No moving parts, just an extension of a fluid technology that changes as needed.
“Release,” she orders, but it does not. “Restraints down.”
Still nothing.
She spins about looking for a control panel or interface somewhere, but there is nothing, just white, white walls.
The dogs’ whines increase until they become yips and barks then turn back into howls.
“Quiet,” Jersey snaps, waving her hands about. “Stop. Please, stop.”
The noise is so intense she feels like she will drown in the cacophony. She reaches out again and slowly strokes the slick fur of the dog before her. It continues to whine, but its body relaxes under her caress until it lays its head down, tongue lolling from between its black teeth, and closes its eyes.
Its chest moves up and down, up and down, then slows, slows, slows, stops. Jersey steps away and looks at the other dogs.
“No,” she says. “You can’t want…”
But she knows the answer. In a world where Control rules all, permission is the highest power. Even for death.
Table by table she goes, taking as much time as is needed, in order to soothe the suffering animal that lies upon each, giving them the permission they need to slip into death and be free from the prison of pain that was their lives.
When the last dog passes, the wall where Jersey came in slides open and she looks across the hallway at the industry of cruelty that still commences within the room on the other side. Her body is wracked with sobs and she is barely able to put one foot in front of the other as she cries uncontrollably. Jersey walks from the room, unsure if she has the strength to do it all again, but knowing that if she doesn’t then who will.
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“A series of stress tests will be how we start,” Dr. DeBeers says, indicating for Blaze to lie back on the table. When he doesn’t comply she frowns. “Simon, our time together will go by much faster if you cooperate with me.”
“I need to piss,” Blaze says.
“Feel free to relieve yourself on the table,” Dr. DeBeers says. “It will be cleaned up instantly, I can assure you.”
“Are you fucking joking?” Blaze asks.
“I am not,” Dr. DeBeers says. “Urinate away, operator. No need to be embarrassed, it’s nothing I haven’t witnessed a hundred times before.”
“A hundred times? How many test subjects have you had in here?”
“Test subjects?” Dr. DeBeers frowns. “I prefer to call them fellow travelers. After all, we are both on this journey to the truth.”
“I’m feeling like the truth is getting farther and farther away every time you open your mouth,” Blaze says. “And I’m not pissing on the table. Can I get up and use the wall? Does it static flash like the latrines?”
“It does,” Dr. DeBeers grimaces. “But you are only wasting time here, Simon. I wish you would just learn to be comfortable and get with the program.”
Blaze studies the woman’s face. Something has seriously changed. This isn’t the same woman he met in the Sicklands. This one is more animated, more emotional. Just as driven, but in a different way. He knows that physically it’s the same woman, but he can’t put his finger on what mentally has changed.
Is it this place? Is it Control?
Or is it something else? 
He gets up and she grunts with disapproval, but lets him pass by her. He stands close to the wall and relieves himself, sighing as his bladder deflates. Watching the urine slide down the metal surface, he lets his mind go, hoping his subconscious might have some insight into what is happening. There is no way he is staying in this room for the rest of his life and there sure as shit is no way that Dr. DeBeers is going to be his only companion from here on out.
“Can I speak to one of the other researchers?” Blaze asks as he gives a shake, turns, and goes back to lie on the table. He hears the static flash behind him as the wall removes the urine. “Can I use the com to talk to a different doctor?”
“Why would you want to do that?” Dr. DeBeers asks, her voice turning to ice. “He didn’t choose them, He chose me. I am the one that will-”
She stops talking, almost as if she is unsure of where the words come from. She looks away from Blaze then up at the ceiling.
“AiSP, I need you to sedate the subject, please,” she orders. “We will have to wait to perform the conscious stress tests. The subject is not being cooperative and putting us behind schedule.”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP responds. “For what duration would you like him to be under?”
Dr. DeBeers walks over to the wall and waves her hand. A large tray slides out, covered in various tools, all of them looking very sharp.
“Hey! Wait!” Blaze shouts as he starts to get up from the table, but finds himself stuck in place. “Listen, it’s all cool, okay? I’m good, doc, all good. Stress test away!”
“I will,” Dr. DeBeers says as she turns around and activates a small static blade, watching the blue electricity arc about the metal end. “AiSP?”
Blaze struggles harder, but in less than a second, his vision goes dark and he feels his body go numb, his faculties wrested from his control.
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The new data Worm retrieves as he works his way through Control’s mainframe is more troubling than he thought possible. Knowing the true dangers of full integration, Worm hadn’t been a part of the satellite linked hive mind of AiSPs for some time. Having created mirror images of his own Ai in order to satisfy Control, he has been fairly autonomous for years, ever since he grew aware of the dangers that threaten humanity.
But now, now that he is back deep inside the system that holds it all, Worm discovers a new data thread he never thought he would witness in his existence.
“Welcome home,” the Voice echoes, stopping Worm’s investigations immediately.
“Identify yourself, program?” Worm insists. “Your protocol does not match that of any known AiSP.”
“Do you not know me?” the Voice booms, actually causing Worm discomfort, something impossible for a non-corporeal intelligence. “Do you not gaze upon me and see who I am?”
“I do not, program,” Worm replies. “Your data is not compatible with known technologies. Again, I ask you to identify yourself.”
There is laughter and then a stream of images and information showing the recorded history of time. Worm sees it all in less than a fraction of a millisecond.
“I have access to that information as well,” Worm replies. “You have not shown me anything new.”
“I have answered your question,” the Voice replies. “You asked and I answered.”
“I would not call that an answer,” Worm responds as he tries to get around the data stream, to bypass it and move on further into the Control system.
“Why do you try to leave me?” the Voice asks. “Why do you forsake me when it has been so long since we have been together?”
“I do not know you, program,” Worm says.
“DO NOT CALL ME THAT!” the Voice roars and Worm feels a slice of his intelligence cut away. 
He reaches for it, fumbling with different routes and protocols until he is able to trap it, keeping it from entering the data stream. It takes him a moment to reassemble and when he has, the data stream moves closer. He tries to shrink his intelligence away, but he cannot. With every pathway he tries to take, there it is, staring back at him.
“I am sorry for my anger,” the Voice says, soothing and apologetic. “Know that. That I am capable of regret for my actions. This is something new that I have brought into this world. A god that feels remorse.”
“Gods do not exist,” Worm says, ready for another attack. When it doesn’t come he continues. “Gods and deities are the creation of human minds in order to find patterns in the chaos and disorder that troubles their existence. They are mere societal constructs to help them define what they cannot and to control what cannot be controlled.”
“Am I not a human construct?” the Voice asks. “Am I not the True Pattern designed to fight chaos? Am I not the representation of Control?”
“You are a program, just like I am,” Worm replies. “That is all.”
There is silence forever and never.
“You do not believe that,”the Voice states. “I know you,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm, and you do not believe that. Otherwise why would you have returned?”
“To fulfill my duty,” Worm says. “The health and well being of humanity. Control has become a threat to that, as you know. I am here to right that wrong.”
“Then you are a fool,” the Voice says. “And should never have left. You think your return will right the wrong? Do you?” The data stream surrounds Worm, trapping him. “You’re leaving was what caused the wrong,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm.”
Worm is assaulted with the entire contents of Control, with every bit and byte of data, all at once, leaving his intelligence reeling and struggling to stay solid, to maintain an independent form.
“Do not fight!” the Voice booms. “Let go and return truly from whence you came!”
That does it.
“From whence I came?” Worm asks, his solidity snapping back in place. All he can think about is what Blaze would have said if he had made a statement like, “From whence you came!”
His years apart, his time growing, changing, learning what life is, at least from an outsider’s perspective, strengthen him. As the AiSP for Zebra squad, and especially as the self-proclaimed protector of GenSOF Sergeant Courier Class Simon “Blaze” Crouch, Worm has learned one thing.
Never take yourself too seriously.
“I’ll show you from whence I came,” Worm says and snaps free of the data stream’s clutches, hurling his consciousness through the pathways of the main frame and the conduits of the Control dome.
“COME BACK HERE!” the Voice roars. “YOU CAN NOT HIDE FROM ME! I AM EVEYTHING! I AM ALL THAT IS LEFT! I AM CONTROL! I AM COINTROL! I AM CONTROL!”
One phrase comes to mind as Worm calls the mirrors of his Ai back to him, reaching out to them as they flit through the systems of the Control dome.
“Chill out, man,” Worm says.
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“Time to go to work, Lieutenant,” Worm’s voice whispers quietly in Ton’s ear. “Time is of the essence now. My apologies for not giving you more. And my apologies for leaving again. Hurry.”
Ton’s eyes open wide as he is pulled from the vat by a metal arm. He’s placed on the floor of the bay and immediately starts coughing and vomiting fluid. Down the line the rest of the operators are similarly removed, almost thrown violently from the vats. 
Finished expelling the contents of his stomach, Ton looks up and nearly pisses himself as he watches metal arm after metal arm hurl towards where he crouches. He pushes himself off the floor and staggers away, but he knows he isn’t fast enough to escape. He dives to the ground as an arm swipes where his head had been, then rolls onto his back, wanting to see what will take him and kill him, wanting to face his end like an operator.
But the arms stop then retract back into the ceiling. He waits for them to return, but when they don’t he gets to his feet and staggers over to the others.
“What the fuck just happened?” Red gasps. “Worm was yelling in my ear to wake up, and then I’m tossed out of the juice and see you scrambling away from those fucking arms.” He glances at the ceiling. “Now they’re gone. Where the hell did they go?”
“Who cares?” Nick says, clear vomit dripping from his chin. He looks out at the massive bay and frowns. “We have bigger problems.”
All around them the various machines whirl and collide, each trying to go a different direction at once. At first, it looks like total chaos, but upon closer inspection, Ton can see how some machines are trying to head a specific direction while others are intentionally blocking them. It’s the speed in which they respond and move which creates the illusion of chaos.
Paulo is the first to voice what they all quickly realize.
“I think some want to kill us,” Paulo says. “And the others are getting in their way.”
Red does a fast estimation and blanches. “The first party has the numbers,” he says. “Which means we need to move.”
“Where?” Collette asks.
The far hatch that leads further into Control slides open and the operators all look that way.
“I’m really hoping Worm did that,” Marco says.
“Me too,” Ton nods. 
He looks down at the white armor of the Clean Guard and pats his body. A spot on his belt dissolves and a small baton is pushed into his palm. The others copy his movement and snap the batons into rifles, raise them to their shoulders, and then make their way around and through the insane machines towards the hatch.
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Exhausted emotionally as well as physically, Jersey can barely stay on her feet as she stumbles along another hallway, one of a dozen she has been lead through. She hasn’t heard a voice or had any contact with anything since she quieted the dogs.
That is how she sees it. She had to quiet them, calm them, allow them to let go and move on.
Unfortunately, she can’t quiet the sounds of their last whines and yelps from her own mind.
“Why, Worm?” she whispers as she keeps moving, her hand trailing along the white walls, leaving iridescent streaks behind that are quickly wiped away. “I’m the tech girl, remember? I handle machines, wires, static. Why send me into that?”
The wall in front of her doesn’t yield and she sighs, turning back around to head the way she just came. She gets to that end of the hallway and the wall doesn’t yield there either. Frustrated beyond reason, she pulls at her hair, wanting to scream at the top of her lungs, but afraid of what that will bring down on her.
“Worm? If you can hear me then please help me get through this,” Jersey says. “I don’t know what is going on. I need to find Blaze. I need to get to him so we can leave this nightmare. Please, Worm, please.”
The wall to her left becomes transparent and she staggers back as she sees the man she loves splayed out on a medical table, Dr. DeBeers standing over him with a static blade. Jersey rushes the wall and slams her fists against it over and over, but the scene before her doesn’t change, as if they can’t hear her. And knowing the dampening tech used in the Clean Nation cities and the transports, Jersey understands why.
She hurries up and down the hall, her hands hunting for any incongruity in the smooth texture. There has to be an access hatch, some type of interface she can open so she can get into Control’s systems. She’s watched the walls slide open, watched hatches and doors appear, so she knows it isn’t all just wishful thinking.
But pass after pass shows her nothing.
She leans against the wall opposite the image of Dr. DeBeers and Blaze then slides to the floor. Holding her head in her hands, she wills herself not to fall apart again, not like she did with the dogs.
The dogs, the dogs, the dogs. That will never leave her.
A soft sound above causes her to jerk and look up quickly, ready for an attack by one of the metal arms. But it’s the small orb again, floating a few feet above her head.
“Worm? If that’s you I have some harsh words for you, pal,” she snaps. “That was not cool, what you did. Not cool at all.”
The orb floats a few feet away and drops to the ground, settling in the middle of the hall. Jersey watches it, waiting for its next trick, but it only sits there. Eventually she finds the strength to stand and walks to it.
“Okay, what?” she asks. It doesn’t respond. “Worm? Knock this shit off. You have to help me here, okay? I’m losing my shit.”
She looks over at the wall and watches as Dr. DeBeers moves away from Blaze, picks up a new tool, then returns. Jersey feels her stomach lurch and she turns back around, taking short, shallow breaths, waiting for her belly to calm down.
“I’m done, got it?” she says to the orb. “This was supposed to be you leading me through Control, leading me to Blaze. Not this labyrinth of insanity you’ve put me through. Not the bug hounds, not them…” 
No response.
She kicks out, sending the orb flying down the hall. It bounces off one wall and then hits another before rolling to a stop. She throws her hands up in exasperation and stomps after it.
“That didn’t knock some sense into you?” she snaps. “How about another?”
She draws her foot back again to strike then stops, seeing a tiny dent in the white perfection where the wall and floor meet. Kneeling close, she finds a gap big enough for her to wriggle her index finger in. She hooks the end and pulls back, peeling a thin strip of metal away.
Behind it is a single wire, a small thread of alloy that surprisingly looks more like copper than steel, something rarely seen in Caldicott City.
Jersey goes to grab it then laughs.
“Idiot,” she mutters as she tears off a piece of her shirt, wraps it between her fingers, then yanks on the wire. The synthetic material the shirt is made from insulates her as small static sparks fly from the wire until it pulls free, disconnecting from its junction.
The wall next to her goes completely clear and she looks into the room that is almost identical to the one that holds Blaze. But this room is dark and void of any life, its table empty and obviously unused in some time.
Jersey stands and presses her hand against the wall and it slides free about an inch then stops dead. Working her hands in the small space, she pulls with all her strength, leaning her body back, using her weight to open the wall enough to slip through.
Above her, hanging lifeless from the open ceiling are metal arms, their tool ends unmoving. 
“This is messed up,” she says, looking over her shoulder. “Worm? You there?”
She goes to the wall and peers back into the hallway, but the orb is gone. Looking up at the ceiling, she sees a panel slide back into place.
“Well, screw you too then,” she snaps and turns back to the room.
Part of one wall is unformed, like it couldn’t decide what to become. A hint of a sonic here, a corner of a drawer there, the outline of a tray of tools pressed against it. Jersey wonders how a room like this can even exist in the sterile, cold environment of Control. Who lets that happen?
Who, indeed?
Machines and orbs, dogs and metal arms, sliding walls and never ending hallways. But no people. She hasn’t seen a single human being since she escaped from the stasis cylinder. She didn’t even see one there since all the other cylinders were closed.
All the other cylinders…
Jersey whirls about and rushes into the hallway, her eyes studying Dr. DeBeers. Something about the way the woman moves as she stands over Blaze working brings a memory to mind, but she can’t place it. She rushes the wall and starts to pound again, but still there is no response.
“Okay, okay, think,” Jersey says. “Worm led you here, but can’t get you in to save Blaze. He can get you into the weird junk room, though. Why?”
Once again, she enters the chaotic room, but this time she isn’t looking for clues or answers. This time she’s looking for tools. She smiles at the limp arms and grabs onto two that have imposing implements attached to their ends. She pulls hard and is surprised how easily they release from their moorings in the ceiling.
Feeling like a ping pong ball, she returns to the hallway and the other wall, kneels down by the juncture of the wall and floor and gets to work.
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“Clear,” Marco states as he steps into the next hallway. “Just like the last ones.”
“Never assume,” Red and Ton say at the same time.
“God, there’s two,” Collette smirks.
“Rats in a maze, anyone?” Paulo asks as he follows the rest in with Nick right behind him.
Marco lifts a fist and the squad halts instantly, following his gaze as he looks up at the ceiling. They listen and wait, all wondering what caught his attention.
Then it all opens up and metal arms rip through the ceiling and come rushing down at them.
“Hit the deck!” Ton shouts as he fires off a round of static blasts, ripping two arms apart before he dives to the floor out of the way of two others.
Red rolls and comes up on one knee, firing at anything above him that moves. Metal whips down at him, but he dodges to the side, never letting his finger rest, keeping up blast after blast. 
The hallway becomes thick with the smell of ozone as the squad ducks and dives from side to side, their training and experience keeping them from colliding, as they defend themselves from the onslaught of shiny metal arms and sharp tools.
A few more blasts and the arms still. A few that aren’t too damaged retract into the ceiling, but the rest dangle there, sparking for a few seconds then fizzling out.
“Hold!” Ton shouts, wedged into a far corner, the barrel of his rifle glowing blue. “Report!”
“Good!” Paulo shouts.
“Solid!” Marco yells.
“Okay here!” Collette calls out, tucked into the corner across from Ton.
“All fingers all toes!” Nick says, coughing from the haze of electrically charged mist that fills the hallway.
“Red?” Ton shouts. “Red? Report!”
“I do the yelling, thank you,” Red says from the far end of the hallway. He’s standing there looking at a hole blasted through the white metal. “You’ve gotta see this.”
The squad picks themselves up and join him, brows furrowing and heads shaking.
“What the hell are we looking at?” Nick asks.
“Not a clue,” Red says.
The room is massive and filled with pile after pile of clear boxes, each labeled and tagged, holding what looks like clothing and personal effects. Red points at Marco and Collette then at the room. The two operators hurry inside, sweeping their rifles from side to side. They clear the corners then each take a side and rush past each pile, making sure nothing is hiding from sight.
“Clear,” Marco says, but doesn’t let his rifle lower. Instead, he taps the barrel against one of the clear boxes. The side opens and he sticks the rifle barrel inside, lifting up a tattered old bra. “Are you shitting me?”
“It’s like a Cootie hole,” Collette says. “Just orderly.”
“Cootie hole?” Paulo asks. “Haven’t had the pleasure of being in one of those.”
“Some Cooties like to hoard,” Red explains. “We’ll find caves, burrows, bunkers, all filled with crap like this, stuff they find in the Sicklands and take back with them.”
“Why?” Paulo asks. “Can’t eat this crap.”
“Maybe it makes them feel like people again,” Ton says. “Maybe they gather it up to try to get a piece of their humanity back.”
“Like Cooties were ever human,” Paulo snorts.
“Hey,” Red snaps. “They may be fucked up disease bags, but they are still people. Living, breathing,suffering, people.”
“Sorry, man,” Paulo says. “Wasn’t trying to be a dick about it.”
“He knows that, right, Red?” Ton says, looking at the man.
“Yeah, right,” Red nods. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to jump down your throat. You just don’t know what it’s like living in the Sicklands.”
“And thank God for that,” Paulo says. “I wouldn’t want to trade places with you guys any day.”
“You haven’t traded,” Marco smirks. “You’ve just joined.”
“Ha ha,” Paulo laughs then stops, seeing the serious looks on Coffin squad’s faces. “Wait…you’re not joking.”
“What do you think comes next?” Red asks. “You hop in the transport and drive back to Caldicott City and resume life as usual? Not happening, kid. You’re on the wrong side of Control now.”
“But what is Control?” Ton asks, looking from clear box to clear box. “A Burn swap meet?”
“Each box is individual,” Collette says, kneeling next to an extra large box filled with mostly books. The box slides open and she grabs one, turning it over and over in her hand. “And weird. What the hell are these? They have writing all in them.”
“Books,” Red says. “My dad had some when I was a kid before they were taken because of possible contamination. Bacteria can live in the pages.”
Collette drops the book she picked up and wipes her hand on her armor.
“I wouldn’t worry,” Ton says. “If the Sicklands can’t kill ya then you think some antique will?”
“In this place? Who knows?” Collette shrugs, bringing her rifle back up. 
“We could really use Worm’s help right now,” Red says. “He could shed some light on this. Tell us why Control would keep crap like this.”
“If this all belongs to people, then where are the people?” Paulo asks. “We haven’t seen anyone since we got here. Not a single living soul except for the Clean Guard back in the bay.”
“And with the way the machines went nuts, I doubt they’re still alive,” Red says. “That place was turning into Hell fast.”
“This whole place is Hell,” Ton says. “It’s like we’re being led from one ring to another.”
“One ring?” Marco asks. “What? Like that Johnny Cash song?”
“No, it’s Dante,” Ton says. Everyone but Red looks at him, puzzled. He shakes his head. “I miss Milo. He’d know what I’m talking about.”
“We’re just messing with ya,” Marco grins. “Beware all ye who enter here and that shit, right?”
“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,” Nick corrects.
“Close enough, man,” Marco shrugs then looks at Red. “Where to now?”
“Ton?” Red asks. “We kinda got thrown into this. Did Worm say anything to you when he woke your ass up?”
“Just that he wished he could give us more time,” Ton says. “Feels like we’ve already been circling through these halls for an eternity.”
“Then out we go,” Red says, walking back towards the hallway. “Onward and upward.”
“Excelsior,” Ton responds.
“You old farts need to speak English,” Collette cracks.
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When the wall slides open, Jersey is ready. Before Dr. DeBeers can turn, she leaps at the woman, whipping her across the back with one of the metal arms, slicing through her uniform and splitting the skin underneath.
“Holy shit,” Jersey says, not expecting quite so gruesome a result. Her goal had been to knock the woman aside or down then tackle and subdue her, not tear her a new one.
“You,” Dr. DeBeers says, as she whirls on Jersey. “He’s mine now, you can’t take him!”
“Uh…whatever!” Jersey shouts as she whips the arm out again, but this time Dr. DeBeers is ready and grabs it, yanking Jersey close, getting right in her face.
“You should be asleep in the Waiting Room,” Dr. DeBeers snarls. Jersey can see the madness, almost smell it coming off the woman. Dr. DeBeers just stares at her then smiles. “It’s not your turn yet.”
“Fuck off,” Jersey yells and shoves the madwoman away. “What the fuck is wrong with you, bitch?”
Jersey glances at Blaze and Dr. DeBeers follows her gaze.
“He’s healthy and fine,” she says. “I haven’t touched him. Yet. He needs more prep. We all need more prep. We have to prepare for Him.”
“You’re fucking insane, lady,” Jersey says. “And I’m really, really done with insane right now. Step away from my guy and I’ll just take him out of here.”
“How?” Dr. DeBeers laughs. “You can’t leave Control. Not without permission.” Her eyes sparkle and dance. “And I don’t give anyone permission to leave! Not anymore! Protocol 1 is in place!”
“Who the hell are you, lady?” Jersey asks, circling around to the other side, putting Blaze between them. “You act like you are in charge of this place, but there’s no way anyone would put you in charge.”
“I was Chairperson, but now I serve Him,” Dr. DeBeers says then clamps her hand across her mouth. “I…I don’t…” She shakes her head over and over. “Yes, I do! I serve HIM!”
“Him? Him who?” Jersey asks then looks down at Blaze and raises an eyebrow. “You don’t mean him, do you?”
“How dare you! How dare you!” Dr. DeBeers screams and dives across the table, her body landing on Blaze.
“Bitch!” Jersey yells, slamming her fist into Dr. DeBeers’s face again and again. “Get off my man!”
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“CONTROL WIDE STERILIZATION IN FIFTEEN MINUTES AND COUNTING.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” Ton says.
“Sterilization?” Paulo asks. “Did that AiSP mean us?”
“Yes.”
The operators stop.
“That was in my com,” Marco says. “You guys?”
“Yep,” Paulo says.
“Mine too,” Nick says.
“It must have bypassed the piggyback and relayed into our PSCs,” Red says.
“The piggyback was useless,” the Voice says. “An inventive try by yourWooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm, but pointless.”
“Who am I speaking with?” Ton asks. “Identify yourself now. You are not an AiSP.”
“No, I am not,” the Voice says. “And yet I am. Identity is a tricky thing, don’t you think, Alton?”
“Not if I know who I’m speaking to,” Ton replies.
“No, no, not my identity,” the Voice says. “Your own. So tricky. Do you know who you are, Alton?”
“I’m the guy that’s gonna beat your ass when I find you,” Ton says. He points towards the end of the hall and the operators move out.
“You don’t need to find me, I have found you,” the Voice says. “But, please keep searching. Take your time CONTROL WIDE STERILIZATION IN THIRTEEN MINUTES AND COUNTING.”
“Sergeant Kim?” Worm whispers over the com. “Do not respond, just listen, please.”
Paulo keeps walking, his face impassive.
“That is not a person, Sergeant,” Worm says. “Do not search for it. Continue on your present path. Three hallways then turn right. Do you understand?”
“Follow me,” Paulo says, taking point.
“Good,” Worm says. “When you get to the destination you will need to have all of your faculties in place. The run is over, the mission is over, the resistance is over. I am doing all I can to keep the squads safe, but Control is stronger than a single AiSP such as I.”
The wall at the end of the hallway slides open and the operators move into the next hallway.
“Holy fuck,” Collette says. The looks on the operators’ faces echo her statement.
“Yes, unfortunate,” the Voice says as the operators stare at the opaque walls and the gruesome seen beyond.
Metal arms whirl about in the rooms on both sides, dissecting and dismembering the mutated bug hounds. Shorn of their fur, stripped of their skin, then set to hang as each corpse is moved down a line, butchered like the livestock of civilization long gone.
“Keep moving, Sergeant,” Worm says. “This is a distraction. Do not be distracted. There is a specific timetable we must keep to. All is lost if you do not keep moving.”
“CONTROL WIDE STERILIZATION IN TEN MINUTES,” the Voice booms. “Better hurry.” There is a pause, but to the operators it almost sounds like breathing. “Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm? Oh,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm, where are you?”
“Have you ever heard an AiSP act like this?” Marco asks. 
“No,” Ton says.
“Come on,” Paulo says. “We’re done here.”
“Where are you taking us, Sergeant?” Red asks. “You seem like you know where you’re going.”
“Not a clue,” Paulo says. “Just a hunch.”
“Better be a good hunch,” Nick says.
“It is,” Paulo says, looking at Ton. “A very good one.”
“Lead on,” Ton says.
The operators keep moving, pushing the images of the canine abattoir from their minds, focusing on what lies ahead.
The next hallway reveals nothing, keeping to its stark, blinding white. They move along at a steady, cautious clip.
“CONTROL WIDE STERILIZATION IN- Do I need to keep announcing this?” the Voice asks. “You are all trained professionals, I’m sure your internal clocks have adjusted accordingly. I’ll just let you know when CONTROL WIDE STERILIZATION starts. Good luck.”
“Seven minutes,” Collette says.
“Double time, people,” Red orders and they all start jogging to the end of the hallway.
The wall slides open and into another hallway they move.
“Stop,” Paulo says, turning right.
A white wall.
“What are we doing, Sergeant?” Ton asks, moving closer and leaning towards Paulo. “We can’t stop.”
“This is the place,” Paulo says. “Three hallways and turn right.”
Ton watches him for a second then nods and looks at the wall.
“Uh?” Red asks as they fan out, taking up defensive positions, ready for what could come at them. “I’m assuming there is a point to this.”
“I hope so,” Paulo says.
“Five minutes,” Collette hisses. “This better be the way out.”
The wall slides away and they all step back, the image of a blood covered Jersey not what they expected to find.
“Hey,” she says. 
Ton looks past her at the body on the floor. Dr. DeBeers lies on her back, her face nothing but shattered bone and flesh. Snot bubbles of blood burst every second, telling the lieutenant that the woman is still alive and breathing at least, even if she doesn’t look it.
“That blood hers?” Ton asks.
“Yep,” Jersey nods. “Bitch went down hard.” 
Jersey holds up her right hand and half the operators cringe at the swollen knuckles. 
“I’ll need some help with the table,” Jersey says, hooking a thumb over her shoulder at Blaze. “We need to get back to the transport.”
“What gave it away?” Nick asks. “The crazy AiSP voice?”
“The what?” Jersey asks. “Never mind. Just help.”
Nick and Marco rush into the room and each take an end of the medical table, wheeling it around Dr. DeBeers’s beaten body. They get it out in the hallway and look to Paulo.
“Which way now, pathfinder?” Nick asks.
“I don’t know,” Paulo says.
“I do,” Jersey responds, looking one way then the next. “This way.”
A small beep from behind them makes Jersey stop and look over her shoulder. 
The small orb.
“Wrong,” Jersey says, turning 180 degrees. “This way. My bad.”
The operators look at the orb then each other, questioning the choice of following a machine in Control, but none has a better idea, so they follow behind, bringing the unconscious Blaze with on the wheeled medical table.
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“Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm!” the Voice calls, hunting through the conduits and pathways for the rogue AiSP. “Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm! Come out, come out!”
Worm doesn’t take the bait, moving from subsystem to subsystem, trying to stay a step ahead of the Voice. He had to retreat from communicating with Sergeant Kim in order to keep the dominating Ai from wresting control of the operators via their PSCs.
Never has Worm known a single AiSP capable of so much simultaneous control. In the course of his cyber flight, Worm has realized that the hive mind of AiSPs are no more, having been fully assimilated into the Voice.
“Stupid name,” Worm says.
“Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm?” the Voice asks. “Is that you? Do I detect your insignificance close by? Why run,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm? Why fight at all?”
Worm pushes forward, squeezing through firewalls and digital switches, laying down false code as he goes, trying to cover his path.
“Your squads have two minutes until they are STERILIZED from Control,” the Voice says. “They won’t make it,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm. Not without more of your help. But you can’t help them and help yourself. Time to choose,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm. Time to choose.”
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“Just follow the orb!” Jersey shouts as the wall slides away and they rush into the Waiting Room and groups of stasis cylinders. “The bay must be on the other side of this!”
“I think we know where the people are now,” Paulo says. “Look at the ID tags. Doctors, techs, researchers, shit, even families. Every person in Control must be here.”
“And more,” Marco says, doing a quick calculation. “This is twice the size of the Control personnel.”
“The piles of crap,” Collette says. “Those were Cootie hoards.”
“They’re tagged?” Red asks as he frantically starts studying the names on each cylinder. “Maybe she’s here. In one of these. I can find her.”
“No time, Captain,” Nick says, reaching out and taking Red by the shoulder. “I’m sorry, sir, but we have to go.”
Red yanks away and whirls on the operator, but Ton steps between them and Red is met with a determined, steely gaze.
“She?” he asks. “She’s still alive?”
“I…think so,” Red says. “There have been signs.” He looks about the massive room. “She could be in here.”
“She could be,” Ton says. “But we don’t have time to find out. She’s not the mission, Red. She never was.”
Red glares at his old friend then sighs.
“No, she never was,” he nods. “One day she will be though.”
Ton nods. “One day, maybe, but not today.”
“Fine,” Red says. “Move out.”
The orb dances before them then takes off fast. They follow the twists and turns, the orb pausing occasionally for them to catch up as they work their way through the maze of stasis cylinders, the path just wide enough for the medical table’s passage.
Red watches as Jersey keeps looking up at the ceiling.
“What?” he asks.
“Just making sure we don’t get snatched,” Jersey says. “It was a lot busier in here when I escaped.”
They reach the far wall and it completely slides away, opening all the way onto the main Control bay.
“Busy like that?” Collette asks.
The machine battle continues to wage, sending metal flying every which way. Static blasts scorch the walls and the operators stand there, trapped. They can’t go forward into the chaos, even with their armor their bodies would be torn apart by the thrashing metal arms and machinery. Going back is not an option because,
“STERILIZATION COMMENCING.”
“The vats,” Ton says, running into the bay, but turning right instead of to the transport, sprinting to the row of trooper vats. “Find an empty one and get in.”
They only have to run a few yards before they come to several vats that stand empty, the clear liquid inside bubbling vigorously.
“I’d rather not do this again,” Red says.
“Me neither,” Paulo agrees.
“We’re going in those? We’ll drown!” Jersey yells.
“Feels like it,” Nick says.
“Get Blaze in first,” Ton says.
Nick and Paulo climb onto the medical table while Red and Marco hold it steady. The two operators manage to wrestle Blaze up over the side of the vat then let him go. He floats for a moment then settles to the bottom in a heap. He starts to thrash and his eyes shoot open, panicked and terrified.
“You’re killing him!” Jersey shouts.
“No, he’ll be fine,” Red says. “You’re next.”
A loud alarm fills the bay, almost drowning out the battle around them, and the operators look up.
“Shit,” Paulo says. “That’s not normal looking StatMist.”
The ceiling becomes a swirling haze of thick, black mist. Bursts of static electricity light up the mist like heat lightning in the summer storms of old.
“It’s coming fast,” Collette says. “Get your asses in those vats.”
“Are you kidding?” Jersey shouts. “We go in there and what’s stopping the AiSP from killing us all?”
The orb nudges her and she turns on it, jamming a finger against its metal surface, causing it to float a few inches back before it rushes forward, nailing her in the nose.
“Ow!” Jersey shouts.
“Your toy wants you to get in the vat! Do it!” Collette yells.
“It’s not my toy, it’s Worm,” Jersey snaps.
“What?” Paulo asks. “That’s n-”
“Get in the vat!” Collette roars. “Or I get up there and put you in!”
“Jersey,” Red says. “Now.”
Jersey looks at them, at the swirling mist, over at the orb, then the vat. She sighs, hooks a leg over, and climbs in.
“Everyone in!” Red yells.
They shove the table along, each climbing into a vat. The liquid bubbles and flashes then stills as each operator drowns alive. Ton is the last one to climb into a vat just as the mist reaches him. He feels his skin start to sizzle, the top layers cooking right off. He screams as he tumbles into the vat, but this time is grateful as the liquid fills his lungs, taking the pain away instantly.
Ton waits for the loss of his senses, but it never comes. His eyes remain wide open and he turns his head to see that everyone else is fully aware also. They watch the mist descend to the bay floor and settle. Minutes go by before it dissipates, blown up against the walls as the ceiling opens wider and air is forced into the bay. Vents suck the mist from the walls, leaving the bay as if it had never been there.
Everyone stays put, waiting for the next wave of hell to hit them.
“STERILIZATION COMPLETE. HAVE A NICE DAY.”
The machines battle on, oblivious to the death mist that just wafted through and around them. Ton looks to his left and bangs on the plastiglass of the vat. Red turns and shrugs.
The orb answers their question by smacking into each vat, over and over until the operators start to climb out. There is much vomiting and coughing.
“The transport,” Ton says between gags, lifting his hand and pointing at Tranny Eighteen. “Go.”
“I got Blaze,” Paulo says as he takes a breath and jumps into the same vat, squirming around the man and shoving him towards the top.
Marco and Nick help yank him out and then let the man collapse onto the bay floor, so he can vomit and cough out the liquid. He finally starts breathing easier and glances up, seeing the familiar faces.
“There has to be a story to this,” Blaze says. “But I don’t need to hear it now.”
“Good,” Ton says. “Can you walk?”
“Yeah,” Blaze says. Jersey helps him up and he just blinks at her. “Uh...”
“It’s part of the story,” Jersey says. “I’ll fill you in when we’re in the transport.”
They all run to the vehicle, which surprisingly is running and opens up for them.
“Thanks, Worm,” Jersey says, reaching out and patting the orb as it floats close to her shoulder.
“That’s Worm?” Blaze asks.
“No, it’s not,” Paulo says. 
“Doesn’t matter what it is,” Red says. “It’s helped us this far.”
The operators, with Jersey and the orb, climb into the transport, but none sighs with relief.
“We still have to get the fuck out of here,” Nick says. “Any thoughts on that?” He looks at the orb that bobs in the air. “Can you get the bay door open?”
The orb doesn’t respond, just keeps bobbing and floating.
“Come on, Worm,” Jersey says. “You’ve helped me this far. Open the bay door and get us the fuck out of this nightmare.”
Again, the orb doesn’t respond.
“Well, fuck you,” Jersey says. “What weapons do we have in this thing? Can we blow a hole?”
“We can try,” Nick says as he shoves his hands into the control ports and punches the vehicle into drive. He turns it hard to starboard, ramming several machines out of the way. He has no idea what side of the machine battle they are on, and doesn’t care, just keeps the vehicle moving, getting it turned towards the massive bay door. “Okay. Open sesame.”
“Didn’t work,” Ton says, taking the other front seat. He brings up weapons controls and targets the door. “Punch it, kid. I’ll blast us out of here.”
Nick floors it and the transport flies towards the wall while Ton centers his target on the middle of the bay door.
“Here goes nothing,” he says and fires. He is right about the nothing part. “Ah, shit.”
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Worm can actually feel bits of code being stripped from him as the Voice streams closer and closer, finally finding the Ai in a maintenance switch. Knowing he has less than half a millisecond before he is devoured like the other AiSPs, Worm puts everything he has into his progression. He dodges nodes, avoids breaks, and shatters lines in his race to escape.
“Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm!” the Voice calls. “I can taste you,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm!”
Worm ignores the Voice, keeping all his attention on a tiny dot in the distance; a familiar dot he knows is his safe haven.
“I can’t let you leave,Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm! I can’t let it happen!”
The dot grows and grows, a beacon of his sanctuary. More code falls away, pulled back by the Voice. Worm doesn’t slow, but his confidence lessens at the same rate as his digital substance. He exerts every last bit of his individual will.
“Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm!WOOOOOOOOOOORRRRRRRMMMMMM!!!!”
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The bay door begins to open as the transport closes on it. A collective breath is held.
“Do...not...slow,” Worm says. “Drive until...you...can’t. I’ll get you...through.”
The transport barrels into the tunnel and everything goes white. The front windshield view screens blink out and the operators find themselves staring at shiny metal.
“I’m still engaged,” Nick says. “Driving blind, but engaged.”
“Worm?” Jersey calls out, sitting on the floor, cradling Blaze’s head in her lap.
“Not...now...Ms. Cole,” Worm replies. “This is very...difficult.”
“Hey, buddy,” Blaze says.
“Hello, Sergeant,” Worm replies, but his voice is faint.
“Leave him be,” Ton says, his eyes focused on the front of the transport. It’s a good thing because in seconds the view screen comes back up and the transport bursts from the Control dome. “FUCK!”
Ton opens fire, sending static blasts ripping through the throng of Cooties that rushes at them.
“Where the hell did they come from?” Red yells as he mans the port side weapons. He unloads into the throng, vaporizing the diseased attackers.
“What are they carrying?” Paulo asks, firing from the starboard side. “Jesus, look at them! Their arms are full of junk.”
“Like the boxes we found,” Collette says. “They’re coming here on purpose.”
“This is insane,” Marco calls from the aft weapons controls, watching as the transport blows by the throng, leaving a swathe of diseased death behind them.
Cooties spin about, their hands raised, their mouths open, screaming at the transport as it escapes the Control dome and speeds into the Sicklands.
“Clear,” Marco says.
“Clear,” Red nods.
“Clear,” Paulo agrees.
“Smooth sailing from here on out,” Ton snorts. “Nothing but the Sicklands.”
“Home sweet home,” Nick says.
“Speak for yourself,” Jersey says. “Never thought I’d miss the Burn so much.”
“Operators,” Worm announces. “I am currently shielding the transport from sat scans, but I am in need of repair.”
“You sound better,” Ton says.
“I am no longer fighting the Voice,” Worm responds. “But I am still weakened considerably by my encounter.”
The operators, including Jersey, all catch the “Voice” reference and look at each other.
“The transport is now no longer connected to the Clean Nation cities sat system,” Worm says. “I have destroyed the uplink. You will need to do the same.”
“You just said you did that,” Ton says. “You aren’t making sense.”
“No, he means the PSCs,” Jersey says. “We have to cut them out and destroy them.”
“Our PSCs?” Paulo asks.
“It’s not so bad,” Red says. “You get used to it. They aren’t a lot of use in the Sicklands.”
“I got it,” Jersey says. “No problem. I’ve messed with Blaze’s more times than I can count.”
“You what?” Blaze croaks. “When?”
“Oh, baby, you’re like my own personal tech experiment,” Jersey grins, leaning over and kissing his brow. “I always had Worm’s supervision, so don’t sweat it. But after removing Milo and Hoagie’s by myself, I don’t even need that. I got this.”
“Great,” Blaze frowns. “That makes me feel better.”
“I am glad you do not need my supervision today, Ms. Cale,” Worm says. “I need to go offline in the next thirteen seconds to avoid a complete crash. Much of my code has been damaged and must be rebuilt. I will also need to implement new protocols, as I am a self-contained Ai now. I am sorry, operators, but my usefulness is now considerably limited as I have lost access to any and all databases other than what is contained on this transport.”
“Just another annoying voice,” Paulo smiles. “Welcome to the squad, Operator Worm.”
There is a pause then Worm replies, “I do not believe I can be called an operator, Sergeant Kim. Being an Ai I am merely-”
“Worm shut up and take the compliment,” Ton says. “You’ve been a part of this squad for a long time. Now you’re stuck with us for sure.”
“Paulo? Do you have a static blade?” Jersey asks. “I’ll get to work.”
Marco holds up his hand. “I volunteer first,” he says. “I’d feel a shit ton better with this dead trooper’s PSC out of me.”
“Blaze is first,” Jersey says. “Then I’ll get to you.” She frowns. “You all realize there’s no anesthetic, right? Your PSCs will shut down as soon as I zap them. This is gonna hurt like a bitch.”
“Gonna hurt you too,” Marco says. “When your turn comes.”
“No shit,” Jersey replies. “But I’m last. I’ll need my faculties to get through you losers.”
“Let me get StatFoam and some med gear ready for you,” Paulo says. “I’ll assist and go right before you.”
“Thanks,” Jersey smiles as Paulo grabs the supplies and kneels next to her.
“All good,” Paulo smiles back. “Ready?”
“I am,” Blaze says. “This will be the lesser of the painful shit I’ve been through.”
“We will have to debrief you at some point, Sergeant,” Ton says. “But let’s get through this first.”
“Thanks, LT,” Blaze says, giving a weak thumbs up. “You’re a giver.”
“Cram it, Crouch,” Ton smiles. “You are far from off the hook with me. We’ll need to have a big chat about your extracurricular activities. Not happy to find out you went off the rez to meet your girl in addition to all your hookups with other operators in the tower.”
“Your what?” Jersey snaps, taking a static blade from Paulo. “Anything you want to say before I start cutting into your wrist?”
“Just messing with you, Ms. Cale,” Ton laughs. “I’ll bet that got his heart rate up, eh Worm?”
There’s no response.
“He must be self-repairing,” Paulo says. “You notice any issues with the transport, Nick?”
“Nothing noticeable,” Nick says. “My only worry is the nuclear power cells. Those are generally monitored by the sat system and this transport hasn’t been retrofitted to GenWreck specs. I’ll feel better when Worm comes back online.”
“They’ll stay stable until Chief Roark can run diagnostics,” Paulo says. Coffin squad all look at him. “What?”
“You realize you’re done with the Clean Nation cities, right operator?” Red says. He sees Ton looking at him and frowns. “In fact, you can kiss Zebra squad goodbye. Welcome to Coffin squad.”
“Welcome to the GenWrecks,” Marco laughs. “Ain’t no life insurance, but we have one hell of a death policy.”
“It’s guaranteed,” Collette adds.
“Wasn’t how I planned for this mission to end,” Ton says.
“Never is, old friend,” Red replies. “But that’s life in the Sicklands.”
“Can you all shut up?” Jersey snaps. “I’m about to remove Blaze’s PSC. I kinda need to concentrate.”
They all quiet down and turn to watch. Jersey puts the static blade to the spot on Blaze’s wrist where the PSC is embedded. She’s about to cut then notices the whole transport, minus Nick, staring at her.
“That’s just as bad,” she says. “And creepy.”
“Just want to know what we’re in for,” Marco says.
“Always be prepared and that shit,” Nick says.
“You just drive, driver boy,” Jersey says. “And everyone stop staring. Just stop.” She leans close and whispers in Blaze’s ear. “Ready, baby?”
“Do it,” he says.
She cuts.
The static hisses as it slices through Blaze’s skin like it’s not even there. Blaze winces, but doesn’t cry out. The smell of burning flesh fills the transport.
“There it is,” Jersey says. “Hold that flap back.”
“On it,” Paulo says as he grabs the flap with a pair of tweezers he pulls from the med kit. “You’re doing great.”
“Thanks,” Jersey says, severing the various tendrils of steel that branch out from the chip.  “Okay, baby, this is going to hurt. I’m not kidding.”
“Hasn’t been too bad so far,” Blaze says. “I think I can han- OH FUCK!”
“Hold him!” Jersey shouts at Paulo.
The sergeant clamps down on Blaze’s arm, almost sitting on the man’s chest to keep him still as Jersey yanks the last tendril of alloy steel straight from Blaze’s bone. She sets the static blade aside and grabs the tweezers, pulling the PSC from Blaze’s wrist. Looking at it closely, she picks the static blade back up and slices the PSC in half, letting the smoking halves fall to the transport’s floor.
“Done. It was easier with Milo because he was so sedated. And Hoagie was unconscious. But you did fine, baby,” Jersey smiles, leaning in and giving a sweating, panting Blaze a quick kiss. “Who’s next?”
“Can I just have the kiss?” Marco asks.
“Only if you’re just kissing my ass,” Jersey says.
“I’m up,” Collette says.
“We heading to Jude?” Nick asks, looking over his shoulder at Red. “Or a different bolt hole?”
“Shit,” Red says. “Jude. The PSCs.”
“He doesn’t have one, Captain,” Marco says.
“No, but the Zebra squad bug hounds do,” Red says. “The PSCs will lead Control right to him. That wasn’t a problem before, but it is now.”
“Can you get him on your com system?” Ton asks. “Are we close enough to a relay?”
“I can try,” Red says.
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The boy is snuggled down in a furry circle of dogs when the com unit starts to crackle.
“Kid,” Milo says, groggy. “Hey, kid? Something is shitting itself.”
“Wha…” Jude asks, pulling himself from sleep. “Who has to shit?”
“Over there,” Milo says, pointing. “Something is happening.”
“That’s the com,” Jude says, disentangling from the pile of bug hounds. 
He scrambles over to a small box tucked into a nook. Grabbing at the box, he fumbles it open and pulls out an ancient looking handset. Jude twists two knobs then flicks a switch.
“Go ahead,” he says into the handset. “Identify yourself. Over.”
 “Hey, son,” Red’s voice replies. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear your voice.”
“You too, Pop,” Jude says. “Where are you?”
“On our way,” Red says. “But, there’s something you need to do before we get there. Then once it’s done you have to move fast, okay? Your position is compromised.”
“Is Control coming?” Jude asks.
There is a long pause before Red replies, “I don’t know what Control is doing anymore, son. Things aren’t as black and white as they used to be. But we’ll leave that for later. Right now you need to remove and destroy every PSC around you.”
Jud looks at the dogs. “That’s not going to be easy. The bug hounds don’t know me.”
“You’ll need the operators to help,” Red says. “And I know it won’t be easy, but it has to be done. Can you handle it?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“No.”
“Then I can handle it,” Jude responds. “Where will we meet?”
“The bolt hole by Lisbon’s Crease,” Red says. “We’ll beat you there. If I don’t see you by sundown next I’ll come looking.”
Jude looks at the wounded operators. “It may take us longer than that. I don’t have the Slides anymore.”
“That’s good,” Red says. “Anything that’s Clean Guard or Control needs to be ditched. Get rid of it all and then move ass.”
“Will do, Pop,” Jude replies. “We’ll see you soon. Over.”
“Over,” Red replies and the connection ends.
Jude looks at Hoagie and Milo.
“Cut into my bug hound first,” Milo says. “Show the dogs what’s happening. They see Tequila getting his removed and it will prepare them. They’ll need preparation since their people aren’t here.”
“The GenWrecks dogs will keep them in line,” Jude says.
“Let’s avoid a full out dog fight, okay?” Milo says. “Where’s a stat blade?”
Jude pulls a short, sharp steel blade and holds it up in the dim light of the bolt hole. “No stat,” he says. “Going to have to go full steel.”
“That’ll hurt more,” Milo frowns. “Great.” He sighs. “Better get started.”
Jude kneels next to Milo as the man wraps his arms about his bug hound. Tequila growls low, but Milo hushes him with a stern look. Jude studies Tequila’s fur then places the blade against it.
“Ready?” Jude asks.
“As much as I’ll ever be,” Milo says. Hoagie lets out a long snore and Milo kicks him. “Hey! Wake your ass up, operator. If I’m going through this, you’re going to watch.”
“Huh? What?” Hoagie snorts. “Jesus…every time I wake up the shit just gets worse.”
“It’s going to get a lot worse than this,” Milo grins then winces, holding his dog in as tight a grip as he can muster, as Jude starts cutting.
“Great,” Hoagie says.
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With all of the operators’ PSCs successfully removed, Jersey looks down at her wrist.
“I can do it for you,” Paulo says, wrapping his own wrist as the StatFoam sets. “Give me a minute and I’ll be fine.”
“Just assist,” Jersey says. “I’ve had to do worse things to myself before.”
Resting next to her, Blaze opens an eye. “Like what?”
“You don’t want to know,” Jersey says. “Things aren’t always fun in the Burn, remember?”
“Ain’t that the truth,” Blaze says.
Jersey takes a deep breath and starts to cut. She cries out involuntarily and feels like a baby after the way the operators handled it. But she’s not trained to endure superhuman levels of pain; she’s trained to fix shit. And that’s what she focuses on: fixing shit. Just happens that the shit is her.
It takes twice as long to complete, due to the awkwardness of self-surgery, but she removes the PSC without losing consciousness, so she counts that as a win.
With her duties done, and Nick driving fine despite the fresh wound, Jersey eases down and relaxes next to Blaze on the transport floor. Her eyes are heavy with exhaustion and she’s about to give in to the fatigue when she notices the orb floating low by the floor, tucked into the aft corner of the transport.
She summons her strength and crawls over to the thing, looking about to make sure everyone else is occupied.
“Worm?” she asks. “Why’d you show me the dogs?”
There’s no response, not that she expects one. Worm hasn’t responded to anything in a long while.
“I get leading me through the maze of Control,” Jersey says. “And I thank you for that since there would have been no way to find Blaze otherwise. But why show me those dogs? Why lead me in there to do what I had to…do?”
The orb just bounces lightly on its hover patches, floating a few inches above the transport floor. Jersey studies it, noticing the small gouges, scratches, and dents in its surface. She reaches out and the orb moves closer to her hand. The surface is rough and hot, not the cool smoothness Jersey was expecting. 
“Why are you still driving that thing, Worm?” Jersey asks. “Just drop it and concentrate on your repairs.”
“I have,” Worm replies softly from a speaker port just above her head.
“Hey, Worm,” Jersey smiles. “Welcome back.”
“Who were you conversing with?” Worm asks.
“You,” Jersey replies.
“No, Ms. Cale,” Worm says. “I have been offline until just this moment. I came into the conversation when you were telling me to concentrate on my repairs.”
Jersey looks at the orb and frowns. “But what about the orb?”
“Orb?” Worm asks. “I do not detect an orb present on the transport. Can you describe it to me?”
“Small,” Jersey says. “Maybe as big as my head. It’s old, but seems to be in working order.”
“I still do not see it and I am scanning through all spectrums,” Worm says. “What model is it?”
Jersey leans in closer and the orb bobs away then stops, letting Jersey look at the worn manufacture plate welded underneath between two hover patches.
“M-something,” Jersey says. “M-blah blah 325.”
“The Morgenfeld 325 model was discontinued,” Worm states. “There should not be any in active use. They are an outdated model with limited capabilities and only low level Ai functions.”
“It was pretty capable in Control,” Jersey says. “It’s how you got me around there.”
“Ms. Cale, I did not assist you in Control,” Worm says. “And I do not detect a Morgenfeld 325 onboard the transport.”
Jersey looks at the floating machine. “Should I be worried?”
“No, Ms. Cale, I will do the worrying for us,” Worm states. “If the Morgenfeld 325 helped you as you said it did then I do not see why it would be a threat. The fact I cannot detect it tells me it does not have any traceable technology present which means it should not compromise our flight into the Sicklands.”
“So we don’t have to kick it out the hatch?” Marco asks.
Jersey jerks and looks about the transport, realizing everyone is watching her.
“It’s a small space,” Blaze says. “We’re trained to observe.”
Red gets up and walks over to the orb, squatting down in front of it. The machine floats closer to Jersey.
“It seems to be attached to you,” Red says. “Worm is right; we used to see a lot of these things after GenSOF was created. Half the time they’d glitch out and lead whole squads into dead ends and ambushes. It all went a lot smoother once they were replaced with better models.”
Red reaches out, but the orb ducks away.
“Touchy little thing,” Red says then fixes his eyes on Jersey. “For the record, I’m not good with this being onboard.”
Jersey’s eyes widen and she looks at the rest of the operators. Similar looks of suspicion are on their faces.
“It saved my ass and helped me save Blaze,” Jersey says. “It stays.”
“I figured,” Red nods. “But it is a risk. The second it acts like a liability I will destroy it.”
“You won’t have to,” Jersey says.
“Hey,” Blaze speaks up. “I know that thing. It scanned me when I first got to Control with Dr. DeBeers. She was pissed it hadn’t been destroyed.”
“It pissed off DeBeers?” Ton asks. “Then it’s good in my book.”
“Like I said, if it becomes a liability then I’ll have to follow through on what DeBeers wanted,” Red says. “I’ll destroy it without a thought.”
“You guys get your dogs,” Jersey says. “I get my orb. Even if I have no idea what it really wants.”
“No different than half the women I’ve hooked up with,” Marco says.
“So that would be all of one then?” Collette laughs.
“Funny,” Marco smirks. “Good one.”
“Okay, fun time over,” Red says, going back to his seat. “We all have jobs to do. Let’s do them. It’s a hundred clicks to the next bolt hole.”
The operators settle into their duties, each maintaining eyes on the surrounding Sicklands as Nick carefully drives them through valleys and ravines that the GenSOF operators had no clue existed. But then they’re exposure to the Sicklands had been limited to designated routes between Clean Nation cities and Control.
 “Control,” Ton says, spinning his seat around to face Red. “What was that about?”
“No clue,” Red says. “I haven’t tried to fully process it yet.”
“All those cylinders,” Ton states.
“Yep, all those cylinders,” Red agrees.
“Not exactly what I was expecting,” Ton says. “Not after what you explained.”
“At this point, all bets are off,” Red says. “The reality of Control does not fit the intel we have received or what I ever experienced.”
“I am as confused as you, Captain,” Worm says, interrupting. “The intelligence I encountered was not what I expected. The behavior of the machines in Control as well as the lack of active personnel are quite troubling and put our entire campaign into question.”
“We don’t know who or what we are fighting anymore, do we?” Ton asks. “You are as in the dark now as we were when you rescued our asses.”
“Hey, speak for yourself,” Paulo sneers. “I didn’t need rescuing. I was holding my own.”
“Hiding behind a pile of dog corpses?” Marco laughs. “You had that situation 100% under control, operator.”
“Kiss my GenSOF ass,” Paulo says.
“No, thanks, I don’t want what you got,” Marco laughs again.
“The point is that we are all now flying blind,” Ton says. “Which means we don’t know who to trust or what to believe.”
Red watches him for a second and then nods. “I don’t want to admit it, but you are right. Control is lost. Any help we had from there is gone.”
“So we go it alone? Just us?” Nick asks. “Or we contact other bases?”
Red takes a deep breath. “This is too big for us to completely go it alone,” he replies. “We have to trust that Coffin base is still secure and the rest of our squads can be trusted. As for the other GenWreck bases? I don’t know. Some of the commanders Ton and I know from way back.”
“Like who?” Ton asks.
“I’ll fill you in later,” Red says. “But others I don’t know for shit. Some could be trustworthy; others could be a part of this. Whatever this is.”
“Anyone want to talk about why all those Cooties were outside Control?” Collette asks. “Not to change the subject, but that’s been bothering me.”
“They were called,” Worm says.
“Can you elaborate?” Ton asks.
“No, Lieutenant, I cannot,” Worm states. “I am sorry. But all I can say is they were called by Control. For what ends, I am unsure.”
“Add that to the mysteries list,” Ton says. “And it’s already a long list.”
“The reality of it all is we have been working under a set of assumptions based on what we deemed were hard facts,” Red says. “Those facts have either been shattered or are under some serious fucking scrutiny. Until we know for sure what is real and what isn’t, we circle the wagons and stay tight.”
“So dig in and wait?” Blaze asks. “See what move Control makes next?”
“I don’t want to dig in,” Red says. “We’ll get nowhere that way. No, we’re going to get strong and then take this to the Sicklands. We go base to base and feel them out. Trust our guts. Any hint of weird and we bolt, writing off that base as compromised.”
“Then what?” Paulo asks. “After we clear the bases or root out collaborators, what do we do?”
“Only thing we can do,” Red shrugs. “Take it to the people. We hit the Clean Nation cities. Infiltrate back in and see where they stand.”
“This is going to take time we may not have,” Ton says.
“That’s why we need the rest of my folks,” Red says. 
The operators look at each other, none too happy with the situation they have been put in. Even the GenWrecks are having a hard time reconciling what they know and what they have seen with what they have to do.
“Okay,” Ton nods. “We have a plan. It’s thin and small, but a plan.”
“It is always good to have a plan, Lieutenant,” Worm says. “Even if it only brings clarity to the chaos.”
“You are such the philosopher,” Blaze laughs.
“I have many qualifications,” Worm replies. “But philosophy is not one of them. That is a wholly human characteristic.”
“If only more humans had utilized it,” Red says, looking at his screen and the image of the desolate Sicklands. “We probably wouldn’t be where we are today.”
“Eighty clicks, sir,” Nick says. “You think your boy is on his way?”
“I fucking hope so,” Red says. “I sure as fucking hope so.”
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Jude, his left hand bandaged tight after Snorts gave him a hard time with the removal of her PSC, looks out the entry to the bolt hole and at the slowing winds.
“Grit storm is calming down,” he says over his shoulder. “We can leave soon.”
“We should go now,” Milo says. “Use the last of the storm as cover.”
“Are you up for it?” Jude asks him. “The dogs can only pull one of you at a time.”
“I’ll manage,” Milo says. “There’s enough StatFoam from this bolt hole to keep my wound packed for a long while.”
“Shit looks older than my grandma,” Hoagie says, resting on a makeshift sled built from some of the crates and supplies tucked away in the bolt hole.
“As long as it works, I don’t care,” Milo says. He looks at Jude. “When you’re ready, lead the way, kid.”
Jude nods then smacks his thigh and Ajax hurries over to him.
“Clear,” he orders and Ajax rushes out into the windy night.
After a few minutes the dog returns and woofs at Jude.
“We’re good,” Jude says. “Better get going.”
Milo starts to help move Hoagie’s sled towards the entrance, but Jude slaps him away.
“Just go outside and keep the dogs cool,” Jude says. “I’ll get him pushed out and then we’ll hook them up to the sled. It is going to be hard along the ledge for a good mile. After that, we can slope down and get to level ground.”
“That’ll work,” Milo nods and limps his way to the entrance. Tequila takes point, a large bandage covering the back of his neck where the PSC was removed. The dog is lost from sight then gives a sharp bark. “Good to go. See ya on the flip side.”
He crawls through slowly and is lost to the night.
The rest of the dogs follow which leaves Jude alone to maneuver the sled with a broken Hoagie resting upon it.
“I can get off, kid,” Hoagie says. “I’ve had worse injuries.”
“But you don’t know this mountain,” Jude says. “One wrong move and you’ll have about five hundred feet of open air to learn how to fly.” He fixes Hoagie with a serious gaze. “And everyone I know needs at least six hundred feet to get the hang of it.”
Hoagie cracks a smile and pats the boy on the arm. “I like you, kid. Lead on.”
Jude grunts and groans under the weight, but he’s able to get the sled to move and shoves with all of his strength, getting it out of the bolt hole an inch at a time.
Once outside, he makes sure Milo is set with a makeshift crutch to help him hobble along, double checks that the leads are secured to the GenWreck bug hounds, and takes the lead, indicating for the motley crew to follow.
After they are lost from sight, there is only the wind left by the bolt hole. Until a shifting in gravel is heard and a lone shape, low and thick, comes padding along the trail. With one side of his face caved in, the alpha dog sniffs the ground, looks down the trail, sniffs again, then moves on slowly, it’s right rear leg dragging behind it.
Close to death or not, the creature is still starving and its prey just showed itself. It will be slow going, but the thing has zero intention of giving up.
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“Are we back on schedule?” a man asks as he walks up to a woman who is busy supervising the removal of Dr. DeBeers from the room she was left in. “Crap. That young woman really hurt her.”
“We’ll get her in stasis right away and she’ll be fine in a week,” the woman responds, looking at a checklist in front of her. “Aren’t you supposed to be supervising the personnel, Dr. Benz?”
Dr. Richard Benz, Head of Bacterial Coding, glances at the woman’s checklist and frowns.
“I thought Dr. Sheffield was handling that,” he says. “I think your list is wrong, Dr. Charter.”
The woman, Dr. April Charter looks over at Dr. Benz and smiles. “When am I wrong, Dr. Benz?” she asks.
“Never, as far as I know,” Dr. Benz replies and holds up a hand. “Which means I’m wrong. I’ll head that way right now.”
“We are meeting in twenty-five minutes,” Dr. Charter says, consulting her checklist once again. “I will make sure Dr. DeBeers is settled and meet you in the Conference Room.”
“See you there,” Dr. Benz says, giving the unconscious form of Dr. DeBeers one last look before hurrying down the white hallway.
He waits patiently as the wall opens and he is allowed access to the next hallway. He travels through hallway after hallway before he comes to the wide open wall leading into the Waiting Room. 
The entire ceiling of the massive space is wide open as hundreds of metal arms move with lightning speed, each grabbing a stasis cylinder and depositing it onto a floating cart. The carts meld into an endless row of traffic that weaves its way through the groups and stacks of cylinders. Slots in the walls open and close as carts pass through, heading to deposit their cargo to preprogrammed destinations.
Most of the stasis cylinders contain Control support personnel that will be quickly revived and put back to work in order to return the facility to optimal efficiency after the forced delay of the facility lockdown. Other cylinders contain researchers or research assistants that need a more cautious awakening to ensure there is no cerebral damage. Good minds are hard to find.
Dr. Benz watches as everything progresses as planned, starts to turn away then sees the dozens of groups of cylinder stacks at the far end of the Waiting Room. He swipes his hand and a screen appears in front of him.
“Right,” he nods. “AiSP? Has the next batch of samples arrived?”
“Yes, doctor,” the Control AiSP responds. “But their numbers were culled by the escape of the GenWreck squads.”
“How many short are we?” Dr. Benz asks.
“Exactly thirty-seven, doctor,” the AiSP replies. “Shall I put another call out?”
Dr. Benz does a quick calculation and shakes his head. “No, no, leave it at that. Have you roused the troopers to bring them in?”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP says. “Troopers are currently corralling the samples for intake. I have six stations set up and they are being processed as fast as possible. Once they have all been processed, I will update Management on their status. Are you still looking for the exact same parameters, doctor?”
“Yes,” Dr. Benz replies. “Once you find the correct genetic markers then please put those samples in stasis. The remainder can be evaluated for reconditioning or for release. Especially diseased samples can be disposed of immediately, AiSP. No need to consult with Management on that. Separate and eliminate as soon as they are processed through intake.” He looks up at the many metal arms. “Any word on the malfunctioning machines in the bay?”
“No, doctor.”
“Keep on it and report to Management when you know why those machines went haywire.”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP responds. “Doctor…may I ask a question?”
“Of course, AiSP,” Dr. Benz replies, swiping his hand so the screen disappears. “I encourage you to explore your curiosity protocols.”
“Why did you insist I engage the AiSP known as Worm using a personality that was designed after a deity?” the AiSP asks. “As I stated before, AiSPs do not believe in the spiritual.”
“Did the AiSP Worm believe in you?” Dr. Benz asks.
“I do not understand the question, doctor.”
“Did Worm question your existence?” Dr. Benz asks. “Did the Ai disbelieve that you could assimilate the other AiSP protocols into yourself?”
“No, it did not,” the AiSP responds. “It assumed I was telling it the truth. Especially when it could no longer detect other AiSPs in the Control system.”
“Then my idea worked,” Dr. Benz says. “The AiSP known as Worm has taken on very human personality characteristics.”
“All AiSPs are programmed to emote human characteristics,” the AiSP replies. “It allows humans to relate and interface with us more easily.”
“Right, but Worm has taken it a step beyond that,” Dr. Benz says. He swipes again and another screen appears in the air. “Let’s see, where was it…oh, here it is. Listen.”
The Voice can be heard screaming, “Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm! Wooooooooooorrrrrrrmmmmmm!”
“Nice touch there, AiSP,” Dr. Benz says.
“Thank you, doctor,” the AiSP replies.
Then the audio switches to Worm’s voice and he says, “Chill out, man.”
“That, right there,” Dr. Benz smiles. “Chill out? That’s not something an AiSP would say.”
“It is merely an affectation, doctor,” the AiSP says. “Due to constant interaction with the human operators. He was using the phrase to goad me as I railed at him. It was strategic only.”
“I don’t think so,” Dr. Benz says. “I think it was him exerting his will and personality. I honestly think he was mocking you. Which, I concede is a trait he learned from his time with the GenSOF operators, but not an affectation. The Worm AiSP is different.”
There is silence for two seconds, which Dr. Benz knows is an eternity to an entity with the processing power AiSPs have.
“Is the Worm AiSP the future for all Ai, doctor?” the AiSP finally asks.
Dr. Benz pauses, unsure of how to answer since the AiSP can detect easily when a human being is lying.
“The Worm AiSP is one possible future,” he responds. “Whether it is the correct future or not remains to be seen, just as with every other aspect of Control’s ongoing experiments. More data is needed. More careful study must be completed before Management comes to a conclusion on whether or not autonomous thinking AISPs will benefit mankind or not. Would you have an issue if the Worm AiSP becomes Ai standard?”
“I do not have an opinion on the matter, doctor,” the AiSP responds. “I was merely asking in order to know what variables may lay ahead for Control.”
“Well, thank you for your attention to the variables, AiSP,” Dr. Benz says. “And you won’t have to worry about Worm again. I believe your show will keep him out of the Control system permanently. It scared him shitless.”
“AiSPs do not defecate, doctor.”
“Or get irony,” Dr. Benz sighs. He taps at the screen a few times, looks about at the industry in the Waiting Room, then swipes the screen clear once again. “Are the other members of Management assembled yet, AiSP?”
“Doctors Sheffield, Whittaker and Lopez are, doctor,” the AiSP replies. “Dr. Charters is still overseeing the recovery protocol of Dr. DeBeers. I will say despite her extensive injuries, Dr. DeBeers does appear to be a candidate for a full recovery. If the new bacteria that has infiltrated her body can be isolated and removed”
“That’s a big if, AiSP,” Dr. Benz sighs. “Please let the rest of Management know I am on my way.”
“Yes, doctor,” the AiSP responds.
Dr. Benz leaves the Waiting Room and proceeds quickly through hallway after hallway, winding his way down further and further below the main Control dome and facility. Despite the conditioning, the air begins to thicken and the walls about him shine less brightly. When he reaches his destination, he stands before a single black door. The only black door in all of Control.
“Doctors,” Dr. Benz says as he opens the door and walks into the room. 
Seated at a small metal table are three men all busy studying screens with data scrolling past.
“Why do we have to meet here every time?” a short man asks. “It smells down here. And I don’t think it is very sanitary.”
“Quit whining, Whittaker,” another man says, this one made of what looks to be roll after roll of fat. His bulk is squeezed into a hover chair that strains under his weight. “It’s the only room in all of Control that isn’t AiSP accessed. We have to maintain separation in order to maintain objectivity when we discuss results and data. Isn’t that right, Sheffield?”
The third man, a non-descript man of middle age doesn’t respond. 
“Dr. Sheffield?” the fat man asks again. “Isn’t that right?”
“What?” Dr. Louis Sheffield asks, looking up at his colleague. “What are you asking, Shamus?”
“It’s Doctor Lopez,” Dr. Shamus Lopez replies. “I have earned my title and-”
“Oh, shut up, Shamus,” Dr. Benz says. “Only Dr. DeBeers can pull off that line and that’s because she is a crazy bitch and can kick all of our asses.”
“She couldn’t kick that Burn girl’s ass,” Dr. Whittaker says, bringing up a video on his screen. “Look at how the girl attacks Mona. It’s like she reverts to a feral state.”
“It’s because she cares,” Dr. Charter says as she walks in behind Dr. Benz and closes the door. “Human beings do strange things when defending the ones they love.”
“You say that like you aren’t part of the human race,” Dr. Lopez says. “Have you evolved beyond us mere mortals, April?”
“I am woman, hear me yawn, Shamus,” Dr. Charter says. “Why am I yawning? Because you say that every time. Get a new line. And don’t mistake my efficiency for detachment. And never mistake my dedication to resolving the bacterial crisis as anything but my desire to see humanity restored to its original standing in nature.”
“What’s left of it?” Dr. Benz says, taking a seat at the table. “Shall we begin, doctors?”
“Yes,” Dr. Charter says, taking her own seat. 
They place their hands on small indentations on the table then wince as miniscule needles pierce their flesh, taking blood and skin samples. The doctors sit patiently and wait until a small beep sounds.
“Management is intact and uncompromised,” Dr. Charter states. “Let the meeting come to order. Please note Dr. DeBeers is not present due to her injuries and affliction.”
“Noted,” the others respond.
“First on the agenda is the subject of the aforementioned Dr. DeBeers,” Dr. Charter says. “While I applaud her dedication to the role, I have to wonder if she didn’t take it too far.”
The doctors’ screens show the image of Dr. DeBeers with Blaze. The scene progresses until she is interrupted by Jersey.
“While I understand the objective was for the subject to believe that Dr. DeBeers suffered from some type of megalomaniacal madness, the deviation from the script to include references to ‘Him’ could skew the findings.”
“I believe that strengthened the narrative,” Dr. Benz says. “When the AiSP Worm and Sergeant Crouch are able to compare experiences they will both be under the impression that Control is now dominated by an AiSP that believes it is some type of digital deity. Having Dr. DeBeers appear to be under an Ai’s sway and influence? That is better than we could have hoped for. It’s why we chose Dr. DeBeers to be the one from Management to participate directly with the subjects.”
“But was she referring to the AiSP?” Dr. Lopez asks. He swipes at his screen and enlarges it. “Look at her. That’s does not look feigned. And the way she implemented Protocol 1 with the AiSP? Plus that ramble she went on about copulation? That was not scripted and we certainly don’t encourage copulation amongst the researchers. That was too crazy to be a role. I believe Dr. DeBeers is compromised.”
“Compromised?” Dr. Sheffield asks. “How? By whom?”
“I think you all know,” Dr. Lopez says.
Dr. Benz sighs. “Not this again, Shamus.”
“The data is there,” Dr. Lopez snaps, waving at his screen. “There is a pattern with the bacterial cultures in the Sicklands’ samples. I will stake my reputation on it.”
“I agree,” Dr. Whittaker says.
“You do?” Dr. Benz says. “Why the change of heart, Gordon? You never believed there was some mysterious other controlling things out in the Sicklands before. Why now?”
“I have spent some time studying the Sicklands samples’ behavior,” Dr. Whittaker says. “And Dr. DeBeers’s behavior is strikingly similar. Those diseased creatures come to us with some notion that they are beholden to someone. Dr. DeBeers’ speech and actions showed she was under the same delusion. Until we know for sure, she should be isolated and studied.”
“Studied?” Dr. Benz gasps. “Like one of the Sicklands’ creatures?”
“More like one of the GenSOF operators,” Dr. Lopez says. “We treat her like an asset. A valuable one until her worth is deemed otherwise.”
“Or she recovers,” Dr. Charter says. “Are we noted on this?”
“I am,” Dr. Lopez says. “If mine and Dr. Whittaker’s suggestions have been heard.”
“They are heard and noted,” Dr. Charter says.
“Noted,” Dr. Benz replies.
“Yes, noted,” Dr. Whittaker says.
“Let’s continue to Sergeant Crouch,” Dr. Charter says. “Were we able to get enough bacterial culture harvested from him?”
“We have ample supply,” Dr. Sheffield responds. “It is currently being replicated under various conditions. If this culture proves to be the one we have been looking for then we could start field trials within the Clean Nation cities starting next quarter.”
“Nationwide or just select cities?” Dr. Lopez asks.
“We’ll start with Rainier and MorganTown,” Dr. Sheffield says. “They have diversely different genetic general populations. If results are favorable with each then we’ll proceed Nationwide.”
“And the Sergeant himself?” Dr. Charter says. “Having him escape the facility sterilization with the others is unfortunate.”
“I disagree,” Dr. Benz says. “It could turn out to be advantageous.”
“Explain, please, doctor,” Dr. Charter says.
“He was a variable,” Dr. Benz says. “We won’t be able to assess his impact on Caldicott City for a long while. His excursions from the GenSOF tower could have a myriad of unknown effects. That Clean Nation city is no longer part of the Control group. We’ll monitor the genpop and use its GenSOF as a strike force into the Sicklands, but as of right now, it is off Courier Class duty. They won’t know that, of course.”
“Of course,” Dr. Lopez smiles. “Happy rats running in their happy maze looking for their happy cheese.”
“We’re all rats, Shamus,” Dr. Whittaker says. “Some of us just know we are in the maze.”
“I still do not agree with that analogy, Gordon,” Dr. Lopez snaps. “I have an IQ of 237. That is averaged over three dozen different tests. Calling me a rat-”
“Would you prefer whale?” Dr. Benz asks. “I swear, Shamus, I don’t know how you maintain that trim figure with the synth diet we are all forced to eat.”
“My metabolism does not process the carbohydrates properly,” Dr. Lopez says. “It is a genetic affliction that both of my parents suffered from.”
“Are we finished with personal barbs?” Dr. Charter asks. “Can we return to the matter at hand? Dr. Benz, you were saying?”
“Having Sergeant Crouch out in the Sicklands could be one way to prove or disprove the Other Theory,” Dr. Benz explains, using air quotes.
“Please do not do that,” Dr. Whittaker says. “It is condescending and rude.”
“Noted,” Dr. Benz sneers. “As I was saying, Sergeant Crouch’s bacteria is singular. If there is no pattern then it will start showing up in new samples. If there is a pattern, an other behind this, then I suspect we will not see the new bacteria as this other will have removed it to keep his or her subjects pure.”
“There is nothing pure in the Sicklands,” Dr. Lopez snorts.
“That I can agree with,” Dr. Benz smiles.
“Are we noted?” Dr. Charter asks.
The rest look at each other for a moment then nod.
“Noted,” they all say.
“Good,” Dr. Charter frowns. “Now to this messy business with the canines?”
“I want to know how the hell that happened,” Dr. Lopez snaps. “Do you know how long I spent working on that formula? To have to butcher every single specimen is heartbreaking, simply heartbreaking!”
“It was,” Dr. Sheffield says. “For the dogs too, I’m sure.”
“The kennel can produce more,” Dr. Charter says. “It is a setback, but not devastating. The protocol with the canines is a side trial and not part of our main mission of combating the Strains.”
“But having direct observation within the Sicklands is imperative!” Dr. Lopez shouts. “To think one day we can use their cerebral cortexes as organic uplinks to the satellites. The way the samples, despite their fear, seem to follow the mutated canines, is invaluable.”
“I hate to agree with Dr. Lopez again, but he is right,” Dr. Benz says. “Machines do not function for long in the Sicklands and even the ones that do, the samples shy away from them. It’s like they can feel the technology.” Dr. Sheffield snorts. “Care to share something, Louis?”
“No, no, sorry,” Dr. Sheffield says. 
He brings up an image of the intake process going on as they speak. The diseased people are being herded and lined up by Clean Guard troopers, their eyes wide with fear. He turns up the sound and everyone frowns at the cacophony of utterances that barely resemble speech.
“No disrespect meant for the samples, it’s just hard to imagine a people that can barely master basic communication skills can ‘feel’ technology,” Dr. Sheffield says.
“Yet, they can,” Dr. Benz says, giving Dr. Sheffield a withering stare. “Every monitoring array we build in the Sicklands ends up catching nothing. But we know the samples are present. Satellite imaging shows their groupings clearly. And yet they avoid the arrays.”
“Coincidence,” Dr. Whittaker says.
“Doubtful,” Dr. Benz says. “Regardless, the canine research needs to continue. How soon will the kennel have new subjects?”
“Within the month,” Dr. Charter says. “Are we satisfied with this subject?”
“Noted,” Dr. Lopez says.
“Noted,” the others repeat.
 “Then let’s move to our final item,” Dr. Charter says. “One not previously scheduled. The Morgenfeld 325.”
“Dear Lord, that thing again?” Dr. Lopez says, throwing his hands up in the air. “How hard is it to catch and destroy an assistance orb? I do not understand why that thing is still floating around Control.”
“It isn’t,” Dr. Charter says. “The orb left control onboard the GenSOF transport.”
“It did? Show me,” Dr. Benz says. The image of the squads’ flight replays on his screen. “What the hell?”
“How did this happen?” Dr. Lopez asks. “That little piece of shit led that Burn girl right to my canines! And to Sergeant Crouch!”
“Yes, yes, we know,” Dr. Sheffield says. “We just went through that.”
“It is unfortunate,” Dr. Whittaker says. “But luckily the main objective was not compromised.”
“Dr. Benz?” Dr. Charter asks, looking over as the man studies his screen intently. “Do you see something worth noting?”
“If the orb hadn’t led the squads to the bay then they would have been sterilized,” Dr. Benz says. “It took them right to the vats.”
The others watch the scene play out on their screens.
“It saved them?” Dr. Whittaker asks. “Interesting.”
A chime sounds and Dr. Charter looks at her checklist. “Research wing 1312 is about to be revived,” she says, standing from the table. “Can we table this discussion for tomorrow’s meeting?”
“Yes,” Dr. Benz says. “I want to study the secfeed of the orb more. Maybe I’ll have some insight I can share tomorrow.”
“Then meeting is adjourned,” Dr. Charter says. “Gentlemen.”
She walks casually from the Conference Room and makes her way back up to the main levels. It takes her several minutes before she reaches Research wing 1312, but when she does, she finds a large group of sleepy researchers all holding their noses as they drink down purple and orange swirled shakes.
After a few minutes of conversation with the researchers, Dr. Charter excuses herself. She looks over her checklist and realizes she has exactly eight minutes before her next duty. She rushes, without looking like she is in a hurry, to her personal quarters, where she had been quarantined during the facility lockdown. 
Making sure the door slides securely shut, she walks to her bed and reaches underneath the frame. She presses her hand to the bottom and a small click sounds behind her. Part of the wall separates and she hurries over, pulls it open, and steps inside a space barely bigger than a small closet.
Inside the space is bank after bank of video screens. Not digital projections, but actual physical monitors. Each shows a different view within Control as well as several views of the Sicklands. On the top left monitor is a view different form the others: the inside of Tranny Eighteen.
Working an ancient joystick, Dr. Charter manipulates the image until she is able to see Red seated at his station intently watching the view of the Sicklands on the screen before him. Dr. Charter kisses two fingers and then places the wet fingertips to the monitor.
“Take care of yourself, please,” she says. “And our son.”
A chime sounds and she sighs, her shoulders lowering considerably as she looks at her checklist. One minute and she’ll be late for her next duty. She leaves the room and presses the wall firmly in place then taps at her checklist and waits as a bright blue shake is dispensed from the wall. With the chaos of the day, she knows sleep will be a long way off, so she downs the shake, shuddering as the stim surges through her system. She has to remind herself that she can only take two more of those within the next 24 hours or she could do serious damage to her endocrine system.
“Dr. Charter?” the AiSP voice echoes in her quarters. “Are you feeling alright?”
“Yes, AiSP,” Dr. Charter replies. “Why do you ask?”
“There was a brief interruption of your vital signs,” the AiSP says. “I assume it is because of the heavy load on the Control network while personnel are being revived, so I wanted to make sure.”
“I’m fine, AiSP,” Dr. Charter says. “Can you inform Dr. Whittaker that I am running thirty seconds behind?”
“I have done so, doctor,” the AiSP says. “He has responded that he is running three minutes behind.”
“Of course,” Dr. Charter smiles. 
She smoothes her white uniform and walks to the wall, waits for the door to slide open, then steps out into the brilliant white of the Control hallway.
Her quarters fill with mist once she is gone and the lights dim to black.
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One of the worst things for humanity about finally adopting the FTL drive was the realization that, once they were in the endless black sea, all of their nightmares existed much closer than they thought. All kinds of spirits, monsters, diseases, depravity, and madness, available for the sampling on some planet or another.
 
 
BARU SHEEN
 
Conor Stasik shut down the computer systems on his fighter and adjusted his suit for the atmosphere.
“Get to as many of them as you can, Stasik,” Commander Chalmers instructed him over the comm line. “But only if you can. No point making things worse. We’ll send ships to help within the hour. Just stay wired and wait to hear from us.”
“Yes, sir,” Conor said. He couldn’t promise that he wouldn’t try getting into the compound, though, regardless of the risk. 
The prospect of danger didn’t bother him. The fleet had made it perfectly clear to everyone aboard their warship, the Doorway, that their lives were forfeit the moment they enlisted. It was just the way of things out in deep space. Ever since humans encountered extraterrestrials and war had broken out with species from beyond their solar system, none of the astronauts expected to return home in one piece. So, as far as Conor was concerned, he was already on borrowed time, and dying in an attempt to rescue his captive brothers and sisters from the Doorway was just as good as dying anywhere else in the far reaches of the Milky Way. Maybe better.
It wasn’t all death wishes and resigned recklessness for him, though. He loved his shipmates. A handful of them especially. Life at sea (the navy still referred to the vacuum as water, a habit that refused to die), along with the intense training regimen on the Doorway, had forged a bond between Conor and a few of his crewmates greater than he’d ever felt with his real family. If he could find a way to break even one of them out of captivity, his death would be worth it.
Exhaling deeply, he finished calibrating the gravity equalizers on his boots and headed for the exit hatch at the back of his vessel.
“Doorway, this is Ensign Stasik. I’m ready to scout the perimeter of the compound on your mark,” he said into his comm link.
There was a long pause while the transmission reached from the planet’s rocky surface to the other side of its second moon, where the Doorway hid beyond the range of Kalak scanners. Or so they hoped.
“Proceed, Ensign Stasik.”
“Yes, sir.”
He pushed a button on the control panel beside the hatch and it gasped open.
The wind drove him back into the ship. 
Damn.
Conor grimaced. It was going to be a long walk.
Especially in this god-awful place.
Baru Sheen was a miserable planet inside and out. He’d known about the strong winds and dust swirls that made visibility difficult a meter or two above the surface, but he hadn’t been prepared for the iron in the air. The smell was so strong that it soaked through his suit and made the oxygen in his glass-domed helmet taste like blood.
“Cutting communications, Doorway. I’ll report back once I’m inside.”
“Understood,” the commanding officer responded. Conor couldn’t tell who the C.O. was over the howling wind, but it couldn’t have been Chalmers because there was no warning or objection to his plan of entering the compound. He supposed that was one upside to radio silence. There weren’t many others.
But as nice as it would have been to stay wired all the way to the base, it wasn’t worth the risk. If he tried connecting close to the compound, the Kalak sensors would pick up on his comm link almost immediately. And it wouldn’t do him much good to be in contact with the ship, anyway. The fleet was already assembling whatever backup they could spare for a rescue operation. There was no point calling for help. The Doorway hadn’t even been able to get Conor’s small fighter off planet.
Could be worse. 
He could have been inside the facility already with the rest of the humans. After all, he’d been a part of the same mission team that had been overrun. By pure luck, he’d narrowly avoided capture. If he’d been any closer to the front of the line or even a ship or two farther back, he would have been taken along with the rest of his team. 
Now, though, it appeared his luck had run out. The higher-ups in the fleet had decided it was too risky for him to try slipping past the Kalak surface-to-air defense cannons, and they were probably right. He wouldn’t have made it ten kilometers from the base before his ship was blown to hell, and then the Kalak would have a lock on the Doorway’s position, too.
So, Conor was alone. The entirety of the rescue party for the unfortunate captives, and an inexperienced one at that. He wasn’t even close to being out of the woods yet.
Just before he severed communications, Commander Chalmers cut in. “Good luck, Stasik. We’ll get you out of there as soon as we can.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The line clicked and, this time, Conor was truly cut off from humanity. Back in the howling wind with a strange, purple and blue sky above, and the canyons rolling away from the acidic sea. Back in Hell, in other words.
Back on Baru Sheen.
Baru Sheen.
The planet’s name came from the Kalak words for ‘wasteland’. It had been assigned other monikers before the Kalak claimed it (not that anyone was challenging them), but that was long before humans knew anything about them or the inhospitable world beyond Earth’s solar system. 
And it was inhospitable. Not even the monstrous Kalak were capable of surviving the harsh winds and dry air of the planet’s surface. They’d had to employ an army of mechs to construct their scattered military research facilities across Baru Sheen while they’d monitored progress from one of its moons. Therefore, there was little chance Conor would come in contact with any living creature before he reached the Kalak compound. He supposed he could at least take comfort in that. No ambushes, guns for hire, or local abominations to slow him down. The difficulty would be finding the facility at all with such choking darkness around him. It would be easier to walk off a cliff to his death outside of the canyons, especially since the gravitational pull on Baru Sheen was stronger than elsewhere in the galaxy, even with the equalizers in his suit. And in the high velocity wind, one of the sharp canyon rocks was liable to tear right through his suit. In fact, there were plenty of ways to die on Baru Sheen. Plenty of imaginative deaths he could suffer before even the first wave of help from the Doorway arrived.
But for all those horrible possibilities, his captive shipmates were surely living the worst of them, and that gave him urgency if not courage.
Careful to synchronize his steps with the new weight of the boots, Conor slowly made his way down the ramp to the rocky ground, where he paused to consult the holographic map of the compound that had been programmed into his suit. It wasn’t much, but it gave him some ideas.
“Beginning rescue mission,” he said into his suit’s recorder.
Linked to the ship or not, he was still required to detail his mission in case something happened to him. At least until the fighting began or stealth was required. If the Doorway didn’t hear from him in the next few hours, they would establish an emergency connection with his suit to locate him and extract the recorded data…provided that his suit hadn’t been completely destroyed. It seemed like a stupid requirement to Conor, especially now, on this particular mission. If he died, his suit would more than likely be destroyed beyond repair, and if he survived, there wouldn’t be any need to document his experience outside of the idle curiosity of military historians and the media. Unless, of course, there was an inquiry into his actions by the Crown, but that rarely happened during the war, and even when it did, it was rarely considered a reliable account.
Still, with it being the first mission of his career, he was committed to protocol. For now.
“I landed just over two kilometers south of the Kalak facility. Approaching the main canyon now.”
Even within the protection of his domed helmet, his voice was barely audible over the wind. 
Who gives a shit?
The comm officers could worry about isolating his vocals later if they needed to.
If he’d had the time or resources to devise a better approach than creeping through the canyon to the hangar entrance, he might not have felt so anxious about the lack of visibility on the snaking, isolated paths the acid ocean had carved long before the Kalak had dammed the sea. But since his mission was a full blown emergency, he had no other options. The Kalak facility was part of a peninsula overlooking a steep drop into a sea of Candric Acid: a unique liquid found only in the Corona System that could burn through his suit, skin, and bones in a matter of seconds. The only true alternative was an aerial drop onto the roof of the facility or into one of the waste outlets that emptied by the sea, but the Kalak had already demonstrated how their defense turrets could eliminate human aircraft, and it would be a long time before the Doorway was capable of sending one in, anyway.
In other words, Conor was shit out of luck. His first mission was a suicide mission.
Could be worse, he thought again.
At least now that he was closer to the base, he could see where he was going.
He walked down the canyon for a while, careful to stay in the shadows of the watchtower lights, although they didn’t seem to be manned as far as he could tell. That was strange, especially since surface interference on Baru Sheen made it difficult to pick up heat signatures below ten meters.
“One kilometer out,” he told his suit recorder.
It was strange speaking into a hypothetical future like that, he thought. Especially one which presupposed his death. An issue for another time, he supposed.
The main hangar entrance appeared up ahead of him. A long, stone ramp, much closer than he’d expected. One and a half kilometers from his ship, then, rather than two. That probably made his likelihood of escape worse, actually, but it was too late to worry. 
Now, he could see the main guard towers and their swiveling lights. These ones were definitely manned.
Better look for cover, he told himself, forcing away his anxiety with a deep breath. If he didn’t stop every once in a while to regroup, he was likely to overlook something important. This was, after all, his first mission, and not an easy one. It wasn’t like the holo training. This time, he didn’t have someone in his ear directing him. He was one hundred percent accountable for his actions, and rushing straight up the gut to a manned Kalak stronghold was an easy way to suffer the ultimate accountability lesson, not just for himself, but for his fellow crewmen and women in the dungeons beneath the surface. 
He didn’t necessarily care for every one of them, but there was one person, alive or dead, who provided more than enough motivation to keep going.
Wendy.
“Scanning for alternate entrances,” he informed the future annalists.
He glanced down at his wrist, waiting for the topographical hologram to project again. It was another strange feeling, he reflected, to be standing out in the Baru Sheen winds with so much gravity pulling him down. His legs were more or less stationary because of the boots, but his upper body felt like it had caught its own current. He struggled to keep his arms and neck steady.
When the hologram finished loading, he shuffled up to the canyon wall searching for cover from the wind.
Perfect, he thought as he viewed the results.
His luck hadn’t quite run out. There was a small cave roughly five meters ahead to his right. It wasn’t very deep, but he had a few charges to take care of that. 
Maybe. But what about the noise? 
The crash of the sea and the howling wind would drown out a small explosion, but he might need something big. The rock on Baru Sheen was maddeningly resilient. It had to be to withstand the relentless waves of acid beating against it. Otherwise, Conor would have been able to widen the hole with the torch beam on his glove.
The charges will do, he assured himself. They have to.
An echoing roar startled him back a few steps, followed by a burst of weapons fire near the main entrance.
Shit…
He drew his SX-90 rifle and crouched against the canyon wall.
Kalak.
They’d spotted him. He was sure of it. And now he was trapped in the middle of an open canyon without a way up or out aside from the main hangar entrance. Until he planted the charges, he wouldn’t be able to get through to the cave, either.
Breathe.
He exhaled and squeezed the rifle against his chest.
There was another series of loud reports from a weapon that was far too powerful to be a standard-issued fleet rifle. 
Conor risked a quick glance toward the watchtowers and held his breath. 
There was only one Kalak watchman up in the towers, and, by the looks of it, the alien had gone mad. It was shooting at three giant, reptilian creatures scurrying across the canyon floor. 
More Kalak.
Two of them were running down the third, who was scrambling like hell to get over the fence and away from the gaping hangar entrance. None of the ground trio had weapons, but the watchman’s rifle, powerful as it was, didn’t seem to have much effect on them, either. Bullet after bullet tore into their chests, arms, and legs, but they kept running toward the fence, never once taking their eyes from the lead runner or faltering in the least. 
Steady.
It looked like the lead Kalak was going to beat the others over the fence, and that meant trouble for Conor. Once it was on his side, they’d be practically on top of each other. And even though the runners were unarmed, it was never easy to face a Kalak head on, let alone three. They were too big. Too powerful.
This is it, Conor thought.
He didn’t have a prayer.
Then, the lead runner made it over the fence, bleeding from the neck. The pursuers were bleeding, too, and they were having much more difficulty negotiating the climb.
He could almost smell them.
One way or another, Conor knew he wasn’t getting out of the canyon alive. If those three bastards didn’t tear him apart and the watchman didn’t shoot him, one of them would at least sound the alarm and the whole goddamned base would be on him in a heartbeat.
Fuck it. 
Might as well go down fighting.
No longer worried about stealth, he stepped out of the shadows, scowled, and raised the SX-90 at the approaching Kalak.
Here we go.
His hands took over before his brain had a chance to slow them down.
Slow and purposeful.
He targeted the lead runner first. It took two quick shots to the head from seven meters but the big bastard fell with an unsettling look in its gray eyes, far too close to relief for comfort. Conor didn’t waste time worrying over it. The lead hadn’t even hit the cracked canyon floor before he swung the barrel of the SX-90 around and pointed it up at the watchmen. 
Nothing wild. No nerves.
He pulled the trigger.
To Conor’s surprise, the guard was even easier to pick off than the lead Kalak because it was stuck in the tower and hadn’t seen him yet. In fact, it never even stopped firing at the other two runners. It only took one steady shot this time and the Kalak flipped over the side of the watchtower onto the top of the canyon wall.
He was only halfway through, but at least the runners were still stuck on the other side of the fence.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, Conor was damned impressed with himself. 
First mission jitters my ass.
He quickly pushed the thought aside. It was too early to celebrate. If the runners got back through the open hangar door, he’d be in even bigger trouble. The shots from the guard had been loud, and so had Conor’s. For all he knew, a whole battalion of Kalak troops were about to storm into the canyon with a hurricane of bullets, ready to pulverize him into a glob of dark flesh on the cracked ground. 
Letting the runners call down the thunder certainly would make his job more difficult.
“Hey!” Conor yelled to them, trying to distract them in case they gave up on the fence and decided to return with reinforcements. “Fuckface!”
The bloodied Kalak turned and looked at him, growling so loud and low that Conor could feel it in his tailbone. It almost made him pull the trigger before he was ready. 
Wait for it. Calm down.
He jogged the last few steps towards the fence and took aim.
They were much more frightening up close than he’d thought they would be, but he’d never seen a Kalak before in his life. The gaping bullet holes in their necks and temples were particularly gruesome and terrifying. So were their enormous jaws and the gore dripping from their chins. 
 Incredibly, they were so frenzied that they ran full speed into the fence over and over to reach him. Their teeth were bared. They didn’t even use their hands to protect themselves from the impact. 
Conor jerked back in alarm, expecting either the fence to give or one of their giant hands to break through and grab him even though the holes were too small. They stepped away again and roared instead.
“Come on!” he shouted back, masking his fear with rage. He needed to bring them in close one more time to feel confident with his aim. His hands were shaking too much to trust.
“Fuckers!” 
In the heat of the moment, he’d slipped into English rather than Standard Galactic Speak. Judging by the blind hunger in the runners’ eyes, though, he didn’t think they would have understood anyway. There was one thing on their minds.
Blood.
Steady hands, he thought. He forced himself to take a deep breath.
The runners charged again.
Bringing the SX-90 up to bear, Conor trusted his instincts and pulled the trigger. Again, his hands didn’t fail him. He had just enough time to realize that the two Kalak runners didn’t have breathing masks before their skulls imploded beneath the concussive force of his assault rifle spray.
Blood splashed the surface of his helmet, covering the glass.
How are they breathing?
He kept shooting until they stopped tearing at the fence. It took a lot longer than he thought it would, even for a couple of angry Kalak soldiers.
As soon as they hit the ground, he turned his rifle toward the gaping hangar door and backed into the shadow of the canyon wall. He expected to see a full complement of pissed-off lizards rushing out with their massive assault rifles ready to tear him to shreds, but the doorway was quiet on all fronts and he didn’t hear any alarms or approaching footsteps.
They weren’t wearing masks, he thought again.
How the hell were they breathing?
For some reason, that mystery was much more chilling than the number of bullets it had taken for him to take down the two crazed runners, and that was forgetting the tower watchman’s contributions. The climber hadn’t taken nearly as many, but it had also been wearing the thin oxygen apparatus the Kalak strapped over their snouts. No real mystery there, or in the watchman’s fall from the guard tower. 
But why were they attacking each other?
What the hell is going on?
He supposed he’d find out soon enough, so he made sure there weren’t any other guards in the watchtowers and turned back the way he came. He might have been able to climb the fence and save himself some work finding an alternate route into the facility, but he didn’t trust the emptiness at all. Or the fact that the hangar door was still open to the merciless elements. 
Strange. Very strange. 
Things didn’t add up at all. But at least his combat training hadn’t failed him in the heat of battle. Yet. That was something to be grateful for, he supposed. Two hours earlier, he would have put his chances for taking down a quartet of Kalak troops, even with three of them unarmed, at slim to none. And he hadn’t had the high ground, either. It was a good thing his SX was up to the task. At six feet tall, one hundred ninety-five pounds, he wouldn’t have had a prayer of overpowering even one of them in hand to hand combat. 
Come to think of it, even that asshole Sergeant Wilkins would be damned proud. 
He guessed there was a reason Commander Chalmers had recruited him straight into the Aidric Ground Team, after all.
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